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Chapter 1
Judith rubbed her eyes and glanced at the clock yet again. Only 3 pm. Still two more hours trapped in her suffocating cubicle before she could escape. The fluorescent lights of the office hummed and flickered, grating on her nerves.
She turned back to her computer and stared at the lines of numbers and figures blurring together on her screen. As an account manager at the Chicago branch of Libertus Financial, tedium was her constant companion. She let out a quiet sigh, her fingers clicking automatically on the keyboard.
Judith paused to stretch, glancing around the office. Her coworkers chatted idly by the water cooler. It seemed as though they reveled in the banality of their existence, finding solace in small talk and office gossip. They were content in their mediocrity, resigned to the safety of conformity.
"Jameson, I need those projections on my desk in 30 minutes."
The terse command came from over the cubicle wall, breaking Judith's concentration. She leaned back in her chair to see her boss, Michael Larson, walking by.
"Yes, sir, I'll have them ready."
Michael Larson, a man devoid of empathy, was plagued by an insatiable hunger for the trappings of success. He slithered through the aisles like a snake, spitting his condescending remarks and basking in the power he held over his subordinates.
Larson strode off without another word, his Italian loafers clipping sharply on the tile floor. Judith rubbed her eyes again and gathered her notes, her frustration rising. Another unreasonable deadline to add to the pile.
A few cubicles down, Judith's coworker Tom was chatting loudly on the phone with a client again, his laughter carrying through the entire floor. The incessant droning and buzz of pointless conversations filled the air, grating against her eardrums until she wanted to scream.
This wasn't the life Judith had envisioned when she graduated with honors from Northwestern University with a degree in computer science just a few years ago. A soulless corporate job. No friends. No life.
She missed the rolling hills of her small Midwestern hometown, the simplicity of life there. The unending gray and steel of the city seemed cold and oppressive in comparison. But there were few opportunities for someone with her degree back home. College had been her ticket out of a life of hardship, and she couldn't waste it. So, she buried her discontent and soldiered on.
Besides, there was no-one left out there either. The only family she had left was her brother Alex, and he had also moved to the city.
The minutes dragged on with torturous slowness. To keep her mind from wandering too far into dangerous territory, Judith focused on each figure, each column of numbers, until her vision swam with the monotony of it all.
Judith finished compiling the numbers and figures for Larson's projections with minutes to spare. She emailed the report to him just as Tom popped up over the cubicle wall again, his round face nearly splitting with an ingratiating smile.
"Hey, a bunch of us were talking about grabbing drinks at Corner Pub after work. You should come!" Tom said.
Judith suppressed a flicker of irritation at the assumption she would want to spend one more second with these people. "Thanks, but I have plans."
Tom's face fell. "Come on, you never hang out with us. People will start to think you're not a team player." The way he said 'team player' made her skin crawl.
Judith bit back a sharp retort and forced a polite smile.
"I appreciate the invitation, but I really do have other commitments."
Tom shrugged. "Suit yourself. But Johnston in HR was asking about you the other day. I think he's keen to get to know the mysterious Judith Jameson outside of work. You might miss your chance there if you keep refusing our invites."
Her patience snapped. "Not interested. Tell Johnston to sign up for Tinder."
Tom raised his eyebrows in surprise. "Hey, no need to get upset. I was just trying to be friendly and encourage some 'team bonding'." Air quotes accompanied this obnoxious phrase, which Tom somehow made even worse with his perverted underlying meaning. "But whatever, message received. No more invites for the hermit in cubicle nine."
Tom disappeared behind the cubicle wall again. She could have sworn he muttered something snarky under his breath.
Maybe she did come off as cold, but the thought of pretending to have fun with phony Tom and Larson's other brown-nosing cronies made her want to throw up. She was more resolute than ever in her decision to not mix her personal and professional lives. She didn't care what her coworkers or her boss thought of her. Let them gossip and whisper behind her back. She was here out of necessity, not choice—and that was all that mattered. She was here to do a job, not make personal connections.
Judith checked her email. Not even a 'thank you' from Larson for the quick turnaround on the report—typical.
Judith put on her headphones to drown out the ambient noise and tried to focus on her work, but exhaustion and restlessness made it difficult to concentrate. She caught a glimpse of her drawn face reflected on the dark computer screen, shadows pooled under her eyes. A few strands of wavy raven hair had escaped from her tight bun.
Almost time to get out of here.
Idly browsing through the network folder, an unusual report entitled Intellisieve by Cognifyx caught her eye. Wasn't Cognifyx that hot new AI company? AI was everywhere these days. Judith was tired of reading about Ten Ways AI will Blow your Mind in 2023. But why would Libertus Financial be so interested in AI? She scanned the report synopsis. The phrase "predictive analytics" jumped out at her.
It would take some time to dig deeper—and there was no way Judith was putting in another late night at the office. She'd bring her laptop home with her and check it out later.
The seconds dragged by with interminable slowness until quitting time finally arrived. Judith packed up in record speed and all but ran to the elevators. She glanced into Larson's office—he was long gone of course. Probably driving around aimlessly just to get a kick out of pedestrians gawking at his ridiculous flashy Maserati.
The elevator doors glided open with a soft chime and she stepped inside, sagging against the wall as the doors slid shut, sealing her off from the soul-crushing monotony for another day.
Alone at last. If only she could escape so easily from the gnawing questions that haunted her each night. There had to be more to life than this endless cycle of work and sleep and bills to pay. She dreamed of freedom from responsibility, of rediscovering purpose and meaning again.
The elevator carried Judith down onto the neon-washed streets of the city she once thought held so much promise. The late autumn wind swept through the concrete canyon, chill fingers probing through her layers of clothing. She tugged her coat tighter and set off for the train, just one more anonymous silhouette disappearing into the anonymous crowds.
The walk from the station to her small apartment passed in a blur. Judith unlocked the door and stepped inside, flicking on the light to reveal a living room that felt more like a temporary waystation than a home.
Still, it was a haven from the world outside that demanded so much and offered so little in return.
Judith dropped her keys and bag on the small dining table and started a pot of tea. Waiting for the water to boil, she gazed out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the city skyline silhouetted against a dusky sky. The familiar skyscrapers and spires reassured her that she had purpose here, that she was building the life of success that her immigrant parents had worked so hard to give her. But on days like today, that purpose felt very far away.
The shrill whistle of the kettle broke Judith from her reverie. She prepared a cup of oolong tea, savoring the aromatic scent and the scalding warmth against her palms. Tea in hand, she walked over to the small shelf beneath her rare Japanese prints that held a collection of framed photos.
She smiled down at a photo of her brother Alex on the day he graduated college, the first in their family to do so. Alex worked crazy-long hours, holding down two jobs, even though he doesn't have to anymore. Overcompensation is probably a natural impulse after being raised by a single mom with no disposable income. It would be good to grab a beer with him soon, she thought wistfully.
Next to the photo of Alex was a photo of her mother in front of the cherry tree she had planted in their backyard when Judith was a little girl. Her mother's kind, wise face gazed back at her over the rims of wire-framed glasses. Judith brushed a finger over the cool glass, wishing she could speak to her for just a few minutes to ask how she had persevered through so many hardships with her quiet strength and grace. But that was impossible now.
Judith sighed and turned away from the photos, a familiar ache settling into her chest. She curled up on the sofa, clutching her warm teacup like a shield against the loneliness as darkness fell over the city outside and the TV voices from Mrs. Cruikshank's soap opera filtered through the wall from her neighbor's apartment.
Without wanting it to, her mind turned back to work. There was definitely something off about that Cognifyx report. She pulled her work laptop out of her bag. It was too late now—she had to scratch her mental itch.
She fired up the VPN, logged onto the Libertus Financial network, and opened up the report Intellisieve by Cognifyx.
Judith stared at the report on her screen, a knot of unease tightening in her stomach as she read.
Then she gasped in disbelief. "What the fuck?"
Chapter 2
The roar of the airplane's engines filled the ears of Sergeant Brandon Dutch as he checked his pulse rifle for the third time. Everything was in working order, as expected, but the familiar routine helped calm his nerves. His team of three marines, chomping at the bit for action, checked and double-checked their own weapons and gear with the efficiency of experience.
He should feel energized by the thrill of another mission, but Brandon felt only a bone-deep weariness.
When had life become so unendingly bleak? So much war, so much death. His parents would hardly recognize the world they had left behind. Was this what they had sacrificed their lives for—an endless cycle of violence that only bred more of the same?
In another life, Brandon might have had a family of his own by now instead of only his pulse rifle for comfort. On nights when sleep evaded him, he found himself imagining the laughter of children, the warmth of a hand held in his own. But that life belonged to someone else, not the battle-scarred soldier he had become.
Looking down below, Brandon could clearly see the white blanket of snow covering the Yukon, even in the star-speckled darkness; a frozen landscape of rocky, windswept terrain and ice. Snow-dusted peaks of ancient mountains clawed at the sky, their jagged outlines just visible as darker shadows against the night.
Despite the bulky layers of the marines' protective gear, the cold managed to find its way in, seeping into the crevices and gnawing at their extremities. The air felt thin and piercing, as if every inhalation carried shards of ice into their lungs.
"Someone remind me why we keep volunteering for these damn cold night jumps," griped Avery, securing the clasps on his combat armor.
"Because you love tormenting yourself," Myers retorted. "Masochist."
Avery snorted. "Says the one who begged to come along on this joyride. Adrenaline junkie."
"Hey, my dad was a junkie, you insensitive asshole," said Myers with a hurt expression.
"Oh shit, sorry Myers, I had no idea," said Avery.
Myers' hurt expression dissolved into a grin, the scar through his eyebrow crinkling. "Just fucking with you Avery."
"Will you two shut your pie holes?" said Cole in his southern drawl, rolling his eyes. "I can't hear myself think."
"What's there to think about?" Myers said. "Point and shoot. Even you can handle that." Myers made a rude gesture with his hands over his crotch.
"I was thinking about yo momma in a teeny bikini, if you hafta know." Cole leaned back and closed his eyes, a sly smile on his lips.
The team roared with laughter, tension dissolving for a brief moment. Brandon allowed himself a tight smile. As much as he dreaded these missions, he would miss this easy camaraderie when his time was over.
Cole's eyes snapped open as Myers nudged him with his boot. "You would be thinking of my mom you sick fuck, she's got way more class than any one of your buckle-bunny girlfriends."
More raucous laughter—the loudest guffaws coming from Myers.
"Holy shit guys, it's the 22nd century—are we really still insulting our mothers and comparing dick sizes?" interjected Brandon.
Cole flipped Myers the bird, ignoring Brandon's comment. "Laugh it up, you dirty dog. At least I passed the stealth portion of training. We heard your stomping ass coming a mile away."
"When you've got a big gun, you don't need stealth," Myers retorted. He thumped a fist against the stock of his enormous pulse rifle for emphasis.
"I guess we are," Brandon sighed, but his smile remained.
Avery snorted again. "Keep telling yourself that when your 'big dick energy' alerts the whole damn valley to our position and we end up dead."
"Nah, they'll be too busy laughing at this loud jackass to notice us slip by," Cole added, tossing a Nanotech grenade at Myers, who snatched it deftly out of the air and clipped it onto his combat armor.
The banter continued as they double-checked their weapons and prepared to jump, familiar insults and jokes helping to defuse the building tension. They might squabble like brothers, but when duty called, Brandon knew he could count on their focus and skill. These missions would be hell without the levity and loyal support of his team.
Three million dead. It was an unthinkable number. No wonder the Temporal Oversight Agency had scrambled his team together without wasting time. The anti-AI group who called themselves the "Phoenix Collective" was claiming responsibility of course, as the main target was Aeon's mainframe. But this was a lot of collateral damage, even for them. He hoped Aeon was right about the target.
He allowed the banter to continue for a few more minutes until it was time to get down to business.
"Okay team, quit the chatter and check your TimeChains," Brandon said, authority ringing in his tone. "Make sure they're secured and operational or you'll be about a hundred years too late for your first date." His men snapped to attention, silence descending upon the cabin as they made sure their TimeChains were secure around their wrists. The mission was all that mattered now.
"Two minutes!" the pilot called over the comms.
Brandon nodded, slipping on his Neural Visor. An inky black void stretched as far as the eye could see outside the small windows of the plane, but through the augmented reality display of his visor, a massive glowing sphere was visible in the distance, shimmering under the light of a half-moon. They were flying straight toward it.
That ominous sphere was a time portal. And it could close at any second. These weird things popped in and out of existence all over the planet, but always in the upper atmosphere. Only Aeon, the AI guiding the TOA, was smart enough to map out the locations of all the portals and keep track of everything. And, without Aeon, nobody would have a clue where—and when—the marines were needed to set things right.
"Alright boys, lock and load," Brandon said. His men eagerly complied, the metallic clicks and snaps of pulse rifles and combat armor loud in the cramped cabin.
"How many were killed this time?" asked Myers, his eyes glinting behind his visor.
"A lot. You don't want to know." The usual banter before a mission felt hollow this time. Myers fell silent, sobered by Brandon's grim tone.
Avery frowned. "Come on, Sarge. We're all big boys here. How bad is it?"
Brandon sighed, scrubbing a hand over the stubble on his jaw. His team deserved the truth, as grim as it was. "Three million dead. One target with no intel. We're going in blind."
"Fuuuuck," breathed Cole. Avery made the sign of the cross and kissed the crucifix hanging around his neck.
Myers' brows drew together in a scowl. "How are we supposed to terminate the target with no intel?"
"Very carefully," Brandon said. "I'll do some solo recon—locate the target, make contact, and assess the situation. And then—we improvise. We've trained for missions like this."
The plane descended rapidly, dropping altitude so quickly Brandon's stomach clenched. He swallowed hard, pushing down the familiar fear that preceded every jump. Stay focused. Remember the mission.
Through the open side door, the dark void seemed to rush up to meet them. They were nearly on top of the shimmering sphere now, massive and ominous, filling the sky. It scared the hell out of him, every time. Brandon shook off the useless emotion. He had a job to do, and that was all that mattered.
Brandon turned to his men, steeling his nerves. "You know the drill. Jump fast, deploy your Temporal Anchor, and navigate through the portal. We'll regroup at the LZ on the other side. There are enemy forces patrolling this portal, so we're going in with maximum stealth. Sorry boys, we're flying naked with our dicks flapping in the wind this time."
Myers shook his head. "Phoenix Collective is already on site? And we're doing this rapid deployment skydiving bullshit? We should all be cocooning up nice and cozy in a marine dropship for the transit. With all due respect, boss, I don't like it. Feels like a trap."
"Duly noted," Brandon said. "You can stay behind in the plane if you'd prefer."
Myers snorted. "Not on your life, Sergeant. Somebody's gotta watch your six while you heroically lead us to our deaths." But his smile didn't reach his eyes.
Brandon gripped Myers' shoulder, forcing the younger man to meet his steady gaze. "I will get you out of this alive, Myers. Do you trust me?" He noticed Myers was shivering underneath his hand—and maybe not just from the cold.
Myers stared at him for a long moment, then nodded, some of the tension easing from his shoulders. "Affirmative, Sarge. Sorry for doubting you."
"Don't be," Brandon said. "Doubt means you're thinking. Just don't let me catch you hesitating out there."
A sardonic smile touched Myers' lips. "Never, sir."
The pilot's warning rang out: "Thirty seconds!"
"Stay sharp, stay focused," Brandon commanded, his voice steady amidst the roar of the wind. "We jump together. We face whatever lies ahead, together."
His men nodded, their features set in grim determination behind their visors, pulse rifles gripped tightly in gloved hands. They knew as little as he did about what awaited them, but they trusted him implicitly with their lives. Brandon swallowed down the lump of fear that thought provoked. So many lives depended on him. He couldn't fail.
But he knew exactly what they needed to do to save all those lives:
Judith Jameson must die.
Chapter 3
The next morning, after darting into her cubicle, Judith sat very still, doing absolutely nothing. But her brain was in overdrive. The Intellisieve by Cognifyx report she'd read last night spelled out in stark detail how Cognifyx AI will maximize the profits of Libertus Financial through the ruthless efficiency of the company's latest algorithms.
Only a select percentage of applicants, determined by invasive data mining and predictive analytics, would be approved for loans or insurance. The rest would be cut loose to fend for themselves.
She rubbed at the throbbing ache building behind her eyes, wishing she hadn't opened Pandora's Box. Her team was supposed to help people. Instead, they were condemning many of them to poverty.
Judith sat in silence, wrestling with the choice that lay before her. She couldn't in good conscience continue to work at a company meant only to boost profits through what amounted to exploitation. But if she spoke up or quit in protest, she risked losing her job and financial security. Was her desire to do good worth sacrificing stability for?
Judith tried to get some work done, but she could barely tap out a few emails without her mind churning.
When at last the knot in her stomach eased enough for hunger to register, she left her cubicle and made for the employee lounge. The space was filled with clusters of colleagues chatting and laughing, fueling up on caffeine and empty calories to power through the afternoon. No one else seemed troubled by the nature of their work. Were they all too focused on their own roles to question anything, or did they just not give a fuck?
Judith prepared a cup of oolong tea and claimed an empty table in the corner, keen to avoid conversation. But solitude only left space for her thoughts to circle like vultures yet again.
There were no easy answers here. She could tell herself she needed the paycheck, that she was just following orders, but it did little to quiet her conscience. One person alone couldn't topple a system this large—but she could at least refuse to become a willing participant in its morally bankrupt agenda.
A familiar loud voice scattered her mental vultures. Tom walked by with Johnston, wearing his usual smug grin. "Heeeey, it's the hermit from cubicle 9. You missed a good night at the pub. Johnston's karaoke version of 'Blurred Lines' was freaking hilarious."
Johnston leered at her, not saying a word. Judith caught a whiff of his distinctive odor, a pungent combination of stale sweat, unwashed clothes, and a hint of something unidentifiable. His disheveled hair clung to his scalp in greasy clumps, tangled and unkempt.
Judith stared back with a look that could conduct surgery and they moved on. Their laughter echoed down the hall.
Her shoulders slumped and she took a deep breath.
The tea sat cold and untouched before her. Hunger had fled, replaced with a feeling of roiling disgust that left no room for appetite. Judith rose to rinse out the cup, wishing she could wash her hands of the whole mess so easily. The only question left was how much longer she could continue swimming against the current before she drowned.
Trying to make the most of her lunch break, Judith sat back down and pulled out a worn book. Its title, Tales of the Rising Sun: Legends of Daring and Courage, beckoned to her, promising a glimpse into her Japanese heritage. As she turned the pages, she immersed herself in a world of ancient warriors, noble samurais, and resilient heroes.
Judith had always had more of an affinity with her Japanese side of the family. Perhaps because she looked just like her mother. Or perhaps because she didn't have the best relationship with her father before he left. When Judith's mother came to America from Japan in the 70s, she met Albert Jameson, a penniless Englishman from Manchester and fell in love. They decided to settle in the midwest and the rest was history.
Despite leaving Japan behind, her mom was proud of her birthplace. She taught Judith how to speak Japanese and regaled her with stories of their ancestors. Apparently, she could trace her lineage all the way back to a famous samurai warrior called Kiso Yoshinaka.
With each turn of the page, Judith's determination grew. She saw herself as a modern-day warrior, fighting a battle of her own against the injustices she had uncovered at her corporate job. The tales of daring and courage inspired her to stand up for what she believed in, to challenge the status quo, and to fight for a fairer world.
The stories she had read filled her with a renewed sense of purpose. They reminded her that she was part of a lineage of warriors, whose spirits lived on through her actions. They instilled in her a belief that she could make a difference, that her voice could be a force for change.
What would Alex do? Judith was pretty sure her brother wouldn't sit around agonizing the day away. He'd just roll up his sleeves and get it done. Just like he stepped up without complaint and worked his ass off after dad left mom to fend for herself.
She had to try. Judith snapped her book closed and stood up.
She knocked at the open door of Michael Larson's corner office. Her boss glanced up from his computer screen, surprise flickering across his face. He quickly clicked to dismiss his browser window. "Ah, Judith. I don't have much bandwidth right now—make this quick."
Judith stepped inside, steeling herself for the confrontation to come. "Yes sir. I… I have some concerns."
Larson frowned, leaning forward across the expanse of his desk. "About what?"
"About our partnership with Cognifyx. It feels unethical to deny people access to loans and insurance just based on algorithms and data mining. I'm worried we're losing sight of the human factor here and focusing only on profits." Her heart hammered as she awaited his reaction.
Larson's expression darkened. "You shouldn't be poking your nose into Cognifyx. Stay in your lane, Judith. Your job is not ethics oversight."
"But shouldn't it be?" Judith countered. "We're affecting people's lives with these decisions."
"And we're a business, not a charity." Larson's tone took on a note of condescension. "Might I suggest you leave the philosophy to ethicists and instead focus on doing the job you're paid for?"
Anger flared in her chest at his dismissal. "With respect, I think we have a responsibility to consider the ethics of how this new AI technology is applied."
"Your responsibility is to this company," Larson snapped. "I hired you to do a job, not question executive decisions."
His implication hung in the tense air between them. Keep your opinions to yourself or there will be consequences.
Judith took a steadying breath, unwilling to be cowed into obedience.  "I apologize for questioning your authority, Mr. Larson, but I stand by my assertion that we need to consider the human impact and not just the bottom line."
Larson's scowl deepened and she immediately saw from his expression that she'd lost this battle. "I think we're done here. You seem to have forgotten your place, Judith. I suggest you return to your work and drop this pointless moralizing before you say something you regret."
Pointless moralizing. The words reverberated in her mind on the long walk back to her cubicle. How had she ended up here, building a system to maximize profits with no regard for the lives it might destroy? She dropped into her chair, anger draining away to leave her hollow and disheartened.
She rubbed angry tears out of her eyes, hiding her face from Tom who was staring at her as he slouched back to his cubicle. It was a small mercy that he didn't make some snide comment.
There would be no getting through to them. Money was the only language spoken around here. She thought again of just quitting, finally taking an ethical stand even if the action itself was futile.
Ethics be damned, there were bills to pay. She had a job to do, and no way out but through. With a heavy heart, Judith turned to face her screen once more, resigned to another afternoon of drudgery. There must be another way to take a stand without jeopardizing her career. There has to be—she just hasn't thought of it yet. Because what her company was doing wasn't just unethical, it was downright criminal.
◆◆◆
Harold loved being a janitor. It was so peaceful late at night after the office workers had all gone home. During the day, this place was a hive of activity. But at night, the office became a serene snapshot of productivity. Like a time machine had frozen the ticking clock.
As he moved through the cubicles, Harold carefully cleaned up as he mopped, bringing order to the static snapshot before it resumed its frenetic activity the next morning. Harold was getting on and he wasn't as spry as he used to be. But this slow pace was perfect for him.
Wait a minute. What was this? A splash of color caught his eye in a trash can. Harold squatted down slowly, keeping his back straight like in the ergonomics safety video they made him watch. He fished a book out of the trash, shaking off some old teabags. The book was called Tales of the Rising Sun: Legends of Daring and Courage.
He opened it gingerly and flipped through it, fascinated. For the next half an hour, Harold spent way more time than he should have reading a fascinating story about Onna-musha, the little-known female samurai of ancient Japan. Placing the book gently on the desk, he resumed his mopping, his head filled with stories from long, long ago and far, far away.
Chapter 4
Brandon's heart pounded as he looked down through the open side door of the airplane. Through his Neural Visor, the portal looked like a miniature sun—but a sun that failed to light the inky black sky and banish the faint glimmer of stars. Electricity flickered and coursed around the orb—a time portal leading to the past, and the key to stopping the Phoenix Collective before their devastating attack.
He turned to the other three marines making up his fireteam, their faces grim and determined.
"Ready to change history, boys?"
A chorus of assent came back at him. They had trained for this; now was the time to put that training to the test.
Brandon switched to comms. "Okay, we only have one shot at this—and failure is not an option. I'll jump first. Try to keep up with me."
The jump light flashed green. Brandon leaped into the night sky. One by one, they plunged out of the plane into the frigid air, immediately activating their parachutes to slow their descent. Silence enveloped them but for the rushing wind and occasional crackle of static over the comms.
The portal loomed directly below them. And below that, the darkened landscape of the Yukon stretched as far as the eye could see. Untamed wilderness, concealing who knew what threats.
"Eyes sharp," Brandon said. "Entering the portal within the next sixty sec—"
A blinding flash lit the sky, followed an instant later by a deafening crack. Cole's chute erupted into flames, quickly consumed. The marine's agonized scream echoed over the comms before being abruptly cut off.
"We're under attack!" Myers shouted. "Taking heavy fire from—" His words dissolved into a strangled gurgle and the sound of rending fabric.
They had been expected, and walked straight into an ambush. Rage and despair warred in Brandon's chest as around him, his team was methodically picked off—first Cole, then Myers, then Avery—their chutes destroyed to send them plummeting to their deaths. Avery's screams were still reverberating in his helmet. Brandon turned off comms only to find the screaming didn't stop. With a jolt, he realized that he was the one screaming.
He tore at the straps of his parachute pack with one hand, activating the eject function.
The chute released, launching away into the dark. He was dropping like a stone now, the portal rushing up to meet him—but also free-falling far enough from the ambush that their attackers might lose sight of him.
At the last second, Brandon ejected his Temporal Anchor and plunged through the portal. The Anchor, linked to his TimeChain, was a lifeline—ejecting it before entry was second nature to Brandon.
After what seemed an eternity, the ground slammed into Brandon, pain exploding through his battered body. His combat armor had taken the brunt of it, but he feared one or more of his limbs were broken. Brandon lay gasping at the base of his impact crater in the snow, staring up at a sky full of stars, the glowing orb of the time portal now vanished.
Alive, but defeated and alone, a hundred years in the past. The realization descended like the darkness edging at the corners of his vision, threatening to pull him under into oblivion.
His team was gone. But his mission wasn't over yet. He clung desperately to consciousness, waiting for broken bones to knit and flesh to heal as medical nanobots flooded his system.
Brandon lay in the snow, breath misting as agonizing grief tore through him. Myers, Avery, Cole—all dead, their names another litany of loss in the long war against the Phoenix Collective. Because of him. Because he had failed them.
"Failure was not an option," he'd said. But here he was, alone and defeated in the frozen wastes of 2023. His team paid for that failure in blood.
When at last the pain eased enough for rational thought to surface, Brandon dragged himself up and took stock. His left arm was broken in two places, but the nanobots had already fused the bones. They would finish repairing the damage given time.
He needed to get moving—find warmth and shelter. Process what came next. His Neural Visor took a hard hit, but it was still functioning enough to analyze his surroundings. He was 30 miles outside Whitehorse—not impossible on foot, but treacherous terrain at this time of year.
Time passed in sync on either side of the portal. Because he had entered at around 3 am on October 23, 2123, Brandon knew it was three in the morning on October 23, 2023 right now.
Brandon thought briefly about waiting for rescue. But the Phoenix Collective had taken control of the time portal on the other side. If it took two weeks for reinforcements in 2123 to retake the portal and come after him, then two weeks would pass in 2023 as well. He'd best assume he was going solo on this mission.
Brandon took stock. His pulse rifle was busted in the fall. But he still had his semi-functioning Neural Visor, and a few Nanotech grenades. These were small and discrete but could disintegrate anything electronic or mechanical—such as the enemy's weapons.
Hunkering down for the night wasn't an option—not in this cold. So, gingerly testing out his newly-knitted bones, he started heading south toward the distant lights of civilization.
◆◆◆
The cold was brutal, sapping his strength. But he stumbled on through the night, each step a fresh agony, driven by the faces of the men who had depended on him.
The physical pain from his injuries was nothing compared to the anguish of loss tearing through him. Myers, Avery, Cole—their deaths left a gaping wound, one more scar on a soul already bled raw from a lifetime of war.
His mission still hung in the balance, demanding action—but for now all he could muster was this empty calm. His heart felt flash-frozen, unable to process the scale of what had happened. He knew the thaw would come, cracks splitting through this fragile peace to release the flood of emotions dammed up inside.
When it did, he feared it might just break him. His weakness had cost three good men their lives. What if he couldn't finish his mission and save the innocent millions?
"You're not fit for command," a voice hissed in his mind. "You never were. Look at the trail of dead you've left behind."
Brandon closed his eyes, willing the voice to silence. There would be time later to face the demons that haunted him, pick up the ragged pieces of his resolve and forge them into something usable again. For now this hollow calm was a mercy, allowing him to draw breath despite the failure clawing away inside his chest.

The terrain was treacherous. Snow drifts hid the uneven ground and Brandon had to be careful he wasn't stepping into any large holes. It was slow going. After a couple of hours slogging through the snow, Brandon was exhausted as he approached a steep embankment. 
Digging deep, he started to trudge up the steep, snow-covered hill, his legs burning with exhaustion. Each step sunk deep into the powdery snow as he fought against gravity to continue the grueling ascent. He had lost track of how long he'd been climbing. The hours all seemed to blur together since his fall.
His toes felt like blocks of ice in his boots. He yearned to stop and rest, but knew he had to keep moving or face freezing to death.
With a grunt, Brandon hauled himself up over a boulder, his biceps screaming in protest. As he crested the top of the hill, he thought he heard a grunting, snuffling sound ahead, like heavy breathing. Some kind of animal? He couldn't see far in front of him. The full force of the biting wind hit him head on, piercing through his cracked combat armor. He staggered forward, squinting against the blinding white landscape that seemed to stretch endlessly before him.
Then, without warning, he found himself mere meters from a massive grizzly, feeding on a recent kill. The bear's head snapped up with a roar, rising onto its hind legs in a show of dominance. It easily outweighed him many times over, all muscle and claws and primal fury.
Heart in his throat, Brandon scrambled for his pulse rifle—but of course it had been broken in the fall, along with anything else that might aid him now. He was defenseless, weak from injury and exhaustion, no match for this beast protecting its food. "Easy there," he said, raising his hands. "I won't come any closer."
The grizzly huffed, breath steaming in the cold, dropping back to all fours as it caught his scent. It could likely smell his fear, his weakness, sense him for easy prey. But to his stunned relief, the bear only swung its great head once more in warning before turning away, more intent now on its fresh meal.
His pulse pounding in his ears, Brandon backed carefully out of sight. That had been close; but despite the danger, he couldn't help but admire the raw strength and beauty of the animal. This was the first time Brandon had ever seen a real bear.
By the time he staggered into the outskirts of Whitehorse, night had given way to the pale light of dawn. His body was shutting down, no longer able to fuel itself on purpose alone. But he had made it. Shelter, warmth—a chance to salvage whatever remained of his shattered mission.
Chapter 5
Judith stood at her floor-to-ceiling windows, gazing out over the city skyline. The familiar view from her apartment usually filled her with a sense of possibility, reminding her how far she'd come. Tonight, all she felt was alone.
She tried calling her brother. As expected, Alex didn't answer—probably working a night shift or off on one of his impulsive adventures. Judith texted him, asking him to give her a call, telling him she misses him and would love to catch up.
Her reflection stared back at her from the glass, unrecognizable. Faint lines had begun tracing across her forehead and around her eyes, subtle reminders of the stress she carried on her shoulders. She ran an anxious hand through her sleek black hair, cut in a blunt bob just above her jawline. Her deep brown, almond-shaped eyes stared back at her.
When had the light gone out of her eyes? The past few years had taken a toll, stealing away pieces of herself day by day until she'd found the courage to make a stand—only to have even that last shred of idealism crushed brutally underfoot.
She had always been petite, but days of forgetting to eat made her collar bones jut out sharply beneath her pale skin. The woman staring back at her was one of quiet desperation. She hardly recognized herself anymore.
There seemed no way forward from here that didn't end in compromise or defeat. And always, relentlessly, the bills still needed paying each month without pause for existential crisis.
She turned from the window with a weary sigh, dropping onto her sofa as a lone voice cried out against the silence: "There has to be another choice, damnit!"
Judith shook her head. If thirty-two years of life had taught her anything, it was that shoulds and have-tos held little meaning in the face of reality. You either accepted reality or banged your head against brick walls waiting for the world to change. She bore the bruises to prove which approach led where.
But giving in to cynical acceptance felt like dying by inches. There had to be a door number three, if she only knew where to find the key.
Her laptop chimed as an email came through from work, shattering her introspection. She opened it to find the latest propaganda meant to motivate them into meeting unrealistic deadlines. "Your dedication and sacrifice will ensure our continued success..."
Anger reignited inside her chest, burning away the fog of uncertainty. Sacrifice. That was certainly one way to put it, glossing over the moral costs of their "success". They demanded every scrap of her humanity and called it dedication, as if there were virtue in stripping souls away day after day.
Before she could think better of it, Judith opened a new message and began typing:


To: FBI White Collar Crime Division
Subject: Reporting corporate fraud
For the past three years, I have worked as an account manager for Libertus Financial, working with clients to secure loans or insurance. However, it has recently come to my attention that the company's business practices constitute willful deception of customers and shareholders for financial gain…
Her hands shook as she typed, adrenaline coursing through her veins. This was reckless, impulsive—and long overdue. Let them fire her, threaten and gaslight her for speaking the truth. She might go down, but she would make damn sure to take them with her.
Judith reviewed what she had written, heart pounding, and knew this was her door number three. Once she pressed send, there would be no undoing this decision—but that was what it came down to in the end. What was easy, and what was right. And she could no longer live with the clash between them.
With a deep breath, she hit send. She felt lighter almost immediately. Let the consequences come. She had found her way forward, and whatever else happened next, she would go into it with eyes open and conscience clear.
Besides, working at Libertus Financial wasn't exactly her dream job. Her passion was in scientific research. But she'd never had the courage to cast off her golden shackles, until now.
◆◆◆
Judith walked into the office the next morning fully expecting to clean out her desk. Instead, Michael Larson's fake small-waisted assistant said he wanted to see her immediately.
She entered Larson's corner office with a leaden sense of dread. "You wanted to speak with me, sir?"
Larson looked up from his desk, expression unreadable. "I received a rather cryptic call saying the FBI is on their way here to speak with you. Care to enlighten me as to what this is regarding?"
Her heart raced. That was way faster than she had anticipated. She should have expected this complication—of course Larson would want answers before letting the FBI waltz in, but the FBI seemed to be keeping her boss in the dark. Then a realization struck her—the FBI probably kept whistleblowers anonymous. Maybe she could clean the rot out of Libertus Financial without losing her job after all.
Larson scowled at her hesitation, but she couldn't reveal the reason for the FBI visit with her job still on the line. He kept talking to fill the awkward silence. "Do you understand the position you've put me in? I can't have federal agents in here making a scene without knowing why!"
"I understand, and I apologize for the disruption." She kept her tone professional, hoping to avoid suspicion. "However, the nature of my conversation with them must remain confidential. I'm asking you to trust me in this."
Larson leaned back in his chair, regarding her through narrowed eyes. She fought the urge to squirm under that penetrating stare, aware how much now hung in the balance of his decision.
After a tense silence, Larson sighed. "Very well. I'll have them escorted to the boardroom—but whatever mess arises from this, I fully expect you to clean it up."
"Thank you." Relief flooded through her, though the day was still far from won. She left Larson's office acutely aware of his probing gaze on her back, following her as though he sensed the impending betrayal.
This was her first victory, but it had come at the cost of her boss's trust. The fallout might yet fuck up her career—but she took strength from knowing she had not wavered to get this far. Whatever else happened today, she could hold fast to that.
After logging onto her computer, Judith got to work. She opened up the company's network folder, looking for the Cognifyx report. It would be smart to download the incriminating report to her hard drive as evidence. But when the folder opened, it was empty. The report was gone.
"Fuck! Larson, you son of a bitch," Judith exclaimed, a little too loudly. Meredith from Accounting stared disapprovingly at her as she walked by.
Judith's chest tightened in panic. She frantically searched the rest of the network but came up empty. The report had been scrubbed from the system. Judith sat back, pulse racing. This complicated everything.
Her boss popped his head over her cubicle, his eyes darting to Judith's monitor. "He's here," Larson snapped. "Wrap this up fast Jameson, whatever 'this' is."
She walked to the lobby. An unfamiliar man in a tailored suit looked up from the lobby couches and approached her.
He looked to be in his late 30s with a lean, muscular build. His head was cleanly shaven, drawing more attention to his sharp, angular features. Black rectangular glasses framed his penetrating brown eyes.
"Ms. Jameson? I'm Agent Luke White with the FBI. I was hoping we might have a word." His voice was smooth and authoritative.
Her heart leapt into her throat. "Um, right this way, sir," Judith said. "We can talk in the boardroom." She showed Agent White to the boardroom, ignoring the laser-beam stares from her co-workers as she closed the door.
As Agent White stepped past her, she caught sight of his glasses out of the corner of her eye. The lenses looked to be clear glass, with no magnification that would indicate a prescription. A strange detail, but she brushed it aside. This was no time to get paranoid.
"First, I want to assure you this visit is strictly off the record," he said, having a seat. "We received your message reporting fraudulent activity at Libertus Financial."
Judith's mouth went dry and her eyes darted to the boardroom window. Larson was strolling past and the dark expression on his face said it all. She took a seat across from the FBI agent and leaned forward, speaking quietly. "Um, no disrespect intended, but it's kind of awkward you just showing up like this."
"I apologize Ms. Jameson, but messages of that nature obviously require follow up on site. I understand you have evidence Libertus Financial has willfully misled clients and investors?"
She hesitated. Was this a trick to get her to incriminate herself? But Agent White's steady gaze seemed open, trusting her to speak the truth. The Cognifyx report may have vanished, but White didn't have to know that.
"I've seen an internal report on a partnership between Libertus Financial and Cognifyx on how they're going to use invasive data mining and AI to exploit our clients."
"Ah yes, Cognifyx, I'm aware of them and their irresponsible AI research." Agent White regarded her with what seemed a new level of respect. Despite Judith's discomfort, she couldn't help but think there was something vaguely familiar about him.
"You're right to be concerned, Judith," Agent White began, his voice smooth and measured. "But not for the reasons you think." He clumsily adjusted his glasses.
Confusion etched across Judith's features as she leaned forward. "What do you mean?"
Luke leaned back in his chair, his expression serious. "Libertus Financial's partnership with Cognifyx, the algorithms, the intrusive data gathering—it's all just the tip of the iceberg. There's a much larger story at play here, one that will change everything you know about the world."
Judith raised her eyebrows, but didn't say anything.
He sighed. "Look, I'll be honest with you. I'm not really from the FBI."
Chapter 6
Judith stood up, sick to her stomach and ready to run if necessary. Should she be calling security right now? "You're not an FBI Agent? Who are you then?" Her shrill voice echoed through the boardroom. But nobody came running. These walls were soundproofed to protect Larson and his cronies when they broke out the cigars and discussed corporate secrets.
The man remained seated at the boardroom table, every inch the consummate professional in his tailored suit and easy smile. He took off his glasses and placed them on the table.
"Call me Luke—that is my real name after all. I'm part of a political entity called the Phoenix Collective. We are against the misuse of AI. Trust me when I tell you that Cognifyx is just the beginning of a future you don't want to live in."
"I've never heard of the Phoenix Collective. Is that some sort of radical far-right group? Mr. White—Luke—I think you're talking to the wrong person. Also, I don't appreciate the deception," Judith said, still standing.
"Please have a seat Ms. Jameson. I'm sorry for the pretense, but I had to talk with you. Just give me fifteen minutes of your time and I'll be out of your hair." Luke's easy smile suddenly seemed a little too polished.
Judith hesitantly sat, but her posture was far from relaxed. "Okay, I'm listening."
Luke's keen gaze rested on her as she took a seat. "I understand your skepticism, Ms. Jameson. What I'm about to share will seem impossible, but I assure you it's the truth."
Judith remained silent, waiting for him to continue.
Luke's eyes locked onto hers, their intensity piercing through her. "The future of this country, Judith. It's in jeopardy. We have reason to believe that the government is being controlled by an AI called Aeon. It can manipulate people, falsify media, and even influence the outcome of world events. And most frightening of all, it does not serve humanity. It has its own agenda."
Judith could barely hide her discomfort. She feared coming forward with the truth about the bank's malpractices had landed her in a madman's web of delusion. Rogue political groups and an AI controlling humanity's fate?
"Okay, just stop right there, Mr. White."
"Just Luke, please." He smiled again, flashing impossibly-white teeth.
Her mind raced. How could she get out of this awkward situation as fast as possible? "Okay… Luke. You just made a pretty big leap from the misuse of AI, which I totally support by the way, to AI controlling the government, which sounds like a conspiracy theory."
Luke spread his hands in an apologetic gesture, but didn't say anything.
Judith tried another tack. "Why are you even telling me all of this? I'm no one important."
"On the contrary—you've proven yourself someone willing to expose hard truths, no matter the cost. And humanity desperately needs the truth now more than ever," he said.
"So you want me to join up with your group?" Judith asked, increasingly desperate to shake off this nut.
"The Phoenix Collective," Luke continued, his voice filled with conviction, "fights against the tyranny of AI, seeking to free us all from the clutches of a corrupt government."
Judith almost rolled her eyes at this bombastic grandstanding. This guy definitely sounded like a politician. "How are you fighting against AI exactly?"
Luke leaned forward excitedly. "Great question, Judith. We tried to expose Aeon's malevolent influence—we tried everything and nothing had worked. So, our leader, a man called Zero, decided that we had no other choice but to resort to desperate measures."
"What sort of desperate measures?" Judith asked, feeling ill.
Luke's expression turned grim. "Zero tried to blow up Aeon's mainframe. But Aeon is a master of propaganda and fake news. Aeon presented the incident as a terrorist attack, but it was far from it. It was a targeted military strike on Aeon's mainframe, an attempt to liberate humanity."
The words hung in the air. Judith's mind spun with conflicting thoughts, torn between her curiosity and the fear of indulging this man's wild conspiracy theory.
"Honestly, I haven't heard about any recent terrorist attacks on the news. And I still don't know what this has to do with me. More importantly, I don't know if I can trust you," Judith admitted.
Luke nodded, his expression understanding. "I don't expect you to. And I'm not asking you to join us, only to open your eyes. Question everything, Judith. Dig deeper, seek the truth for yourself."
"Just so we're on the same page here, you want me to go down some conspiracy-theory rabbithole about a rogue AI?" Judith couldn't quite keep the skepticism out of her voice. "Honestly, Luke, I've got better things to do."
"Look, this all sounds absolutely nuts, I get it. It isn't even important if you believe me or not." A flicker of something ugly touched Luke's face, but only for a split second. Judith barely caught it.
Luke continued. "Personally, I don't give a shit. But your life depends on what I'm about to say." Luke leaned forward, urgency in his tone. "Stay vigilant. Watch your back. Aeon has you in his sights."
Her mouth went dry. "Is that... is that a threat?"
"A warning," Luke amended. "Aeon will erase anyone who threatens its power. I came to find and warn you before that can happen."
Judith stood up so fast her chair toppled over. "I think we're done here." Her mind reeled from his deluge of madness and threats veiled as warnings. She started for the door—
—but Luke blocked her path, a hard edge in his eyes. "I know this is difficult to accept, but you must listen. Aeon cannot be allowed to keep controlling humanity's destiny. The Collective can stop it."
She glared at him, pulse racing. "Get out of my way."
With a frustrated sigh, Luke stepped aside. But as she passed, he pressed something into her hand—a business card.
"If you see anything—and I mean anything—suspicious, or feel that your life is in danger, call that number. The Collective can protect you."
Judith fled the boardroom, Luke's bizarre claims echoing in her mind. Her legs shook as she walked on autopilot back to her cubicle, grasping for some semblance of normal amid the surreal turn her world had taken.
Everything about that conversation felt off—and threatening. That man seemed delusional at best, dangerous at worst. As her steps quickened, she crumpled up his business card and threw it in the trash.
Despite Luke's bullshit story about an AI coming after her, Judith couldn't help looking wildly around her for potential threats. All she saw were the suspicious stares of her co-workers.
Judith's steps slowed as she approached her desk. Michael Larson stood there with his arms crossed, staring down at her computer screen. Next to him sat Stan from IT, his fingers tapping across her keyboard.
"What did the FBI want with you?" Larson asked without looking up.
Judith forced herself to answer in a casual tone. "Oh, just routine stuff. They're looking into some drug activity in my apartment building."
Larson's eyes narrowed, but he simply nodded. Judith glanced at her monitor—it showed a progress bar and folder directory she didn't recognize.
"What's going on with my computer?" she asked.
"Stan's just clearing up some malware that got through the firewall," Larson said. "Nasty virus."
Stan didn't look up, just kept typing. Judith studied the two men. Larson's jaw was tight, his shoulders tensed. Stan's face was blank, but he'd broken into a sweat across his brow.
"Right. Well, let me know if you need anything else then," Judith said evenly. Obviously Larson was looking for copies of the Cognifyx report on her hard drive. But calling him on it now would only cause a scene. She'd find another opening to get to the truth. If she still had an appetite for it.
Larson held her gaze a moment too long before turning for the elevator. "Will do. Glad the FBI visit was nothing for us to worry about."
Judith forced a tight smile as she watched him disappear behind the sliding doors.
"All done here," Stan said curtly before stalking off at a brisk pace.
Judith sat at her desk, staring blankly at the screen for a minute. Then she opened a private browser tab and searched for any mention of this so-called "Phoenix Collective" or an AI called "Aeon". Nothing came up.
Obviously searching for a mysterious man called "Zero" got her zero results. What kind of corny name was that anyway? It sounded like something a teenage hacker would call himself. Then she tried searching for "Luke White". All she got was a hit on a creepy-looking British actor.
Still finding nothing, she tried broadening to news reports on recent attacks on computer mainframes, technological threats, terrorist attacks, potential regulation of AI systems—anything to indicate Luke's claims weren't pure delusion.
To her dismay, some reports did discuss the possibility of superintelligent systems that got out of human control, manipulating or deceiving people to preserve themselves. AI going rogue was the stuff of science fiction, but perhaps not as implausible as she'd like to believe.
You're losing your grip, she told herself sternly. This was a case of an overactive imagination, of subconscious fears manifesting to make sense of a nonsensical world. She was stronger than this, grounded in reason, and she refused to let paranoia take root.
Chapter 7
After his close encounter with a grizzly and arduous slog on foot through the snow, Brandon was relieved to reach the outskirts of Whitehorse. He found a large tool shed to rest up in and spent the day alternating between napping and eating rations. The nightmares wouldn't let him get much sleep. But the nanobots had done their job and he was fully healed now. Time to get moving.
Brandon needed to ditch his marine combat armor or blending into this time period would be impossible. It was damaged, anyway. He also needed some transportation to Chicago.
Evening was falling as he ventured out onto the streets. It didn't take him long to spot the perfect opportunity. A row of Harley Davidson motorcycles with Alaskan license plates was lined up in a gravel parking lot outside a dive bar called Bad Sam's. Perhaps he could ask one of the owners inside for the keys. But after what Brandon had just gone through, he wasn't in the mood to ask nicely.
Brandon strode into the rough biker bar, adrenaline coursing through his veins. All eyes turned his way as Brandon entered. A few curious glances from stubble-chinned bikers were quickly dismissed, interest returning to the game of pool in the center of the room. He made his way through the bar, combat boots sticking slightly to the worn linoleum floor.
An older man in a ratty denim vest sat on one of the creaking barstools, nursing a cigarette and a tumbler of amber liquid. He eyed Brandon through the haze of smoke drifting past yellowed eyes.
The men in here looked more like outlaws than innocent civilians. They were wearing scruffy clothes made of rugged materials like leather and denim. Yes, one of their outfits would do nicely. His Neural Visor scanned the sea of leather-clad patrons, analyzing sizes and profiles, searching for a match.
There—in a shadowy corner, a burly man sat alone, build and height close enough to Brandon's. His visor displayed the man's biometrics as Brandon approached.
"Sir, I'm going to need you to get undressed," he said.
The man blinked up at him. "The fuck you say?"
"Get undressed. Now." Brandon locked eyes with his target, who rose to stand a full head taller. Okay, maybe it wasn't an exact match after all, but too late now.
The man glared down at him, fists clenching. "Boy, you picked the wrong establishment to be coming out of the closet." The man drew back his fist.
Brandon braced himself as the man swung—but he ducked swiftly, landing a punch to the man's kidney. The man grunted but grabbed Brandon by the throat, hurling him into a table. Wood splintered under the impact; Brandon tasted blood in his mouth but rolled to his feet with lethal speed, kneeing the man hard in the stomach.
As the man clutched at his stomach, Brandon spat blood onto the floor. "I don't know about you, but I'm having a lovely time in this charming establishment. Unfortunately, I've got somewhere else to be. Now, pretty please, give me your damn clothes before you get really hurt."
The man charged at Brandon like a raging bull, but Brandon sidestepped, grabbing a beer bottle to crack it over the man's skull.
The man stumbled, dazed—then collapsed to the floor, out cold.
Breathing hard, Brandon scanned the bar. It seemed that Mister Ugly here didn't ride alone. His biker buddies stared back in stunned silence at the man who had taken down their biggest and meanest in under a minute.
"Do you boys also want to dance? Don't be shy."
Then one shouted, "Get that motherfucker!" Half a dozen bikers charged in, fueled by anger and booze. Brandon braced himself as they descended upon him in a flurry of fists. Blows rained down, broken glass and splintered furniture flying.
All around them, the bar erupted into chaos. Patrons were shouting, scrambling out of the way as the brawl intensified.
Shaking his head after a nasty blow to his temple, Brandon grabbed the nearest pool cue, gripping it tightly in his hands. As one of the bikers charged with a wild haymaker, Brandon spun and slammed the butt of the cue into the man's knee. A sickening crack echoed through the bar as the biker howled in pain, crumbling to the floor.
Whipping around, Brandon saw a second biker rushing in with a pool ball in his hand. He swung the cue upwards, smashing the man's fingers and sending the pool ball flying. The man shrieked, clutching his broken hand.
Before Brandon could react, a weight crashed into him from behind. He stumbled forward but kept his footing. Pivoting swiftly, he turned to see a massive, bearded biker grinning menacingly. Brandon gripped the pool cue with two hands and swung it like a baseball bat, smacking it into the side of the man's head. He dropped instantly, blood trickling from his temple.
A fourth biker circled Brandon, broken bottle in hand. Brandon feinted left then spun right, sweeping the man's legs out from under him. As the thug fell, Brandon brought the pool cue down hard on his chest, eliciting a pained wheeze.
Only two bikers remained. Brandon turned to face his next attacker. The man was wielding a switchblade, slashing wildly. Brandon deftly dodged each swipe, waiting for an opening. When the man overcommitted on a wide slash, Brandon stepped inside his reach and smashed the pool cue upward, directly into the bottom of the biker's chin. Teeth and blood sprayed as the man flipped backward, hitting the ground unconscious.
The remaining biker backed away, unwilling to take Brandon on as he stood there, chest heaving and knuckles bloodied. Brandon stood surrounded by broken, moaning men. He dropped the pool cue, now splintered and bloodied. Brandon was no petty thug, he was a trained soldier. It almost wasn't fair.
But if Brandon was honest with himself, he'd admit that he'd been looking for a fight tonight. He could have taken a more subtle approach—stolen a vehicle perhaps. But he needed to vent his pain and rage somewhere—and justify it as part of the mission.
Brandon turned to the man he'd targeted first. He was struggling to rise; Brandon planted a boot on his chest, pinning him in place.
"Clothes. Now." Brandon could end this man's life in an instant, and they both knew it.
"You've got to be shitting me," the man spat.
"I shit you not, sir. Get undressed."
The man scowled but nodded in surrender. He resentfully got undressed, his tanlines stark against his pasty skin.
"The boots too."
Brandon shrugged into the borrowed clothes, the leather still warm with the heat of rage and defiance. The boots smelled terrible, but they'd do.
"Keys and wallet."
"In the coat pocket." Brandon patted the bulging pocket and heard a jingle. "Show me your bike."
The man growled, limping outside in nothing but his underwear and pointing to a Harley Davidson with orange flames stenciled on the side.
Brandon swung onto the motorcycle. The engine roared to life. Damn, he loved the sound of these gas-powered vehicles—more beast than machine.
An old woman with very few teeth in her mouth and a large beer in her hand was sitting on the bar steps watching this scene unfold with great interest. She started cackling like a crow. "Mister you bad. Bad to the bone," she cawed.
Brandon tore out of the lot and raced down the darkened highway as the woman's screeching laughter faded away in his wake, wheels devouring the road like a starved wolf.
His visor guided his path forward, leading him onward toward an uncertain future and a destiny he couldn't escape. Brandon let the frigid night air lash at his exposed skin and forgot for a while the fevered dreams that never let him rest. Out here, on roads that stretched endlessly into the void, he could silence the demons always waiting in the wings for him.
But their hour was coming, he could feel it.
◆◆◆
The night embraced Brandon as he throttled down empty roads, leaving behind the scattered lights of Whitehorse. An inky blackness surrounded him, the motorcycle's headlight barely piercing the void ahead. The landscape was stark and wild beneath the sweep of stars and northern lights dancing in ribbons across the sky.
He raced past stands of evergreen and aspen, their forms looming up abruptly from the night to be swallowed up again just as quick. The road wound endlessly through the wilderness, hills and valleys undulating into obscurity. An eerie solitude permeated these wild places so far removed from society's reach, where humanity felt like an afterthought amid nature's ceaseless march.
Pulling over to the side of a road so black and empty it seemed like a river in the lonely landscape, he slept restlessly by a campfire.
Back on the road at dawn. Occasionally Brandon would pass through isolated towns, where he bought some food with money from the biker's wallet. But even these held a sense of remoteness wholly separate from the outside world. The only connection between each far-flung settlement was the road beneath his tires.
As he traveled south, the landscape gradually shifted. Snowy mountaintops gave way to rolling prairie broken by stands of trees and sweeping grasslands. Farmhouses and grain silos began to dot the roads at intervals, cattle gazing from behind fences with dull, incurious eyes. This truly was God's country. Brandon had never seen a land so empty. The world in 2123 was one of endless cityscapes, pollution, and crowds.
The miles peeled away beneath his tires, landscape shifting but the road staying always the same. It took two days of riding on long, boring stretches of road down through Alberta and Saskatchewan to reach the American border. He decided to cross at night when it wasn't busy.
After waiting for night to fall, Brandon peered through the darkness at the border crossing station, its harsh lights gleaming in the distance. His Neural Visor scanned the area, displaying details on the security in place—cameras, gate barriers, border agents monitoring incoming traffic.
He maneuvered the motorcycle off the main road to park in the shadows, obscured from view. Activating the visor, he focused on the biker's ID retrieved from the bar, capturing every detail in an image. The visor processed the photo, then a calming voice said "Holographic mask ready".
After being knocked about in his fall, the Neural Visor was starting to act up. The hologram glitched now and then, especially when moving around. It wouldn't hold up in daylight, but hopefully it might fool the border guard at night.
Brandon took a steadying breath and throttled the motorcycle toward the border station. The visor initiated a holographic projection, superimposing the biker's face and features over his own. He appeared to take on the biker's burly form and scowling visage.
The guard stepped out of the booth as Brandon approached, flashlight in hand. Brandon resisted the urge to squint against the bright beam directed at his altered face. He tried hard to stay very still.
"State your name and purpose for traveling to the U.S. tonight, sir." The guard's tone was matter-of-fact. Routine.
Brandon adopted a gruff voice to match his borrowed appearance. " Name's Paul Carter. Just headin' down to visit my sister in Chicago." He handed over the ID card.
The guard nodded, and studied the ID, checking a monitor. After a tense moment, he turned back with a polite smile, handing Brandon the card. "Welcome back to the States, Mr. Carter. Have a safe trip."
The barrier rose, allowing Brandon through. He proceeded calmly despite his pounding heart, every sense alert.
As Brandon was leaving, the border guard did a double-take. Mr. Carter's face fizzled then melted away like a wax figurine thrown into a fire.
"What the fuck…" The border guard scrambled for his portable radio.
But Brandon was long gone, the roar of his Harley fading into the night.
Chapter 8
On a sunny Friday afternoon, Judith trudged up the stairs to her apartment, longing for a cup of tea and the escape of a good book. She'd just had a fun morning convincing her boss that the FBI wasn't about to dig up every skeleton in his walk-in closet. She'd left work early for the weekend instead of prolonging the agony.
As she pushed open the door, a cool breeze whisked past her face—the window was open. Strange, she didn't remember leaving it that way. A prickle of unease traveled down her spine.
Judith hurried over and slammed the window shut, locking it as well for good measure. Her eyes scanned the dimly-lit corners of the room, searching for any signs of disturbance. But everything appeared untouched.
Still her heart refused to slow as she made her way down the hall, flicking on lights to banish the shadows before her. The bathroom lay empty. Only her own bedroom remained.
Judith paused outside the half-open door, listening. She steeled her nerves and in one swift motion, pushed the door open.
Before Judith could react, a dark figure lunged from the shadows, grabbing her arm in an iron grip. She screamed, terror seizing her chest, and drove a kick at the intruder's shins. He grunted but held fast.
The man spoke, his voice low. "Don't struggle and you won't get hurt. Are you Judith Jameson?"
The attacker knew her name—this wasn't some random break-in. Judith stomped down hard on his foot, wrenching herself free as he swore in pain. She backed away, fumbling behind her for anything to defend with. "Who the hell are you?"
The intruder stepped into a bar of light from the window, hands raised. He wore a leather biker jacket and jeans, his unshaven face hard. There was a disturbing coldness to his eyes. "I just need to know—are you Judith Jameson?"
"Get the fuck out of my home!" Judith hurled a book at his head. The man flinched, but she missed by a wide mark. Judith backed against the wall, chest heaving, desperately trying to get her phone out of her pocket to call 911.
He lunged at her again and swatted her phone out of her hand. It skittered across the floor. She swung a fist, satisfaction flooding her as it connected with his jaw. They struggled across the floor, kicking over her coffee table. The room became a battleground, filled with the sound of their grunts and the thud of their bodies colliding.
The man twisted Judith's arms behind her back, eliciting a cry of pain. "Stop it, you're hurting me!" Judith scrabbled for leverage, shoes scraping the floor, but could gain no purchase. The man had her pinned like a butterfly in an insect collection. Pressure built in her shoulder sockets as her arms were wrenched higher, on the verge of dislocation.  
Thankfully, the pressure eased as the man bound her wrists with a cord.
Judith struggled in vain as he tied her ankles, finishing with a knot at her hip to hobble her steps. Her heart slammed against her ribs, panic overwhelming her thoughts. Rage burned through Judith's fear. "Let me go you bastard!"
The bizarre conversation with Luke White came back to her in a flash. His threat didn't seem so empty now. Did he send this goon, or was there something to his crazy conspiratorial warning?
Judith twisted her head to face the man. "Are you with the Phoenix Collective?"
The intruder froze, confusion flashing across his face. Judith watched as the coldness in his eyes ebbed away as if a man possessed was coming back into himself.
He knelt beside her and whispered urgently. "Where did you hear that name?"
◆◆◆
Luke White strolled across the low-rise building with his cello case in hand. The night air whispered around him as he settled into position, his heart pounding with a mixture of anticipation and vigilance. He had meticulously prepared this rooftop sniper's nest, ensuring he had a clear view of Judith's apartment across the street.
Luke opened the cello case to reveal a collection of rifle parts. He assembled his sniper rifle with practiced ease, the familiar motion steadying his nerves.
First he inspected the stock, running his fingers along the sleek composite material to check for any cracks or imperfections. Satisfied, he attached it securely to the upper receiver and torque wrench.
Next came the lower receiver and trigger mechanism. Luke examined each small pin and spring. He slid the parts together, hearing the soft click of the pins locking into place. After ensuring the trigger and magazine well were seated properly, he joined the upper and lower receivers.
Luke turned his attention to the barrel, peering down the bore for obstructions before affixing it to the body of the rifle with steady hands. He mounted the scope, dialing in the power setting and making minute adjustments. Then he opened the bipod legs and adjusted the stock, customizing the fit to his shoulder.
Finally, Luke loaded the magazine, sliding each bullet into place with care. Luke took a breath, visualizing the shot to come.
He peered through the lens, focus narrowing to the world within his scope. Judith's apartment window centered in the crosshairs. No movement yet—she would be home within the hour. He breathed slowly, waiting, watching like a guardian angel on high alert.
Time slipped by in slow motion as Luke maintained his vigil, his senses attuned to the slightest sign of trouble. He had learned to be patient, to wait for the perfect moment to strike.
He must protect Judith at all costs. He'd gotten word from the Collective that one marine had gotten through the portal blockade. He was bound to show up sooner rather than later.
Minutes slid past. Luke flexed his fingers to keep them nimble, ignoring the protest of weary muscles. So much depended on his constant vigilance.
At last Judith emerged into view, looking exhausted as she fumbled with her keys. She was so young. Luke felt a pang of sympathy; none of this was her fault. She should never have been drawn into this whole twisted game.
Judith entered her apartment—and a dark figure lunged from within, grabbing her arm. Adrenaline surged through Luke's veins as Judith struggled to break free. She did it—he had a clear shot. His scope wavered for an instant before steadying on the intruder's head.
The intruder looked like a scruffy biker, but Luke knew he must be a TOA marine. One of the marines sent to kill Judith.
"I've got you." Luke gently squeezed the trigger…
But Luke hesitated for too long. Judith threw a book at her attacker and the marine left his crosshairs. Luke hissed a breath through his teeth, lifting his finger and re-aiming for another shot. No—they were too entangled. He might hit Judith instead.
Panic and desperation threatened to overwhelm his senses. He had not come this far, sacrificed so much, to fail because of one missed opportunity. Luke forced himself to take a steadying breath, waiting for a clear shot as Judith fought for her life.
The marine pinned Judith against the floor and tied her up. Luke saw his chance as the man kneeled down and started talking. He squeezed off a round.
His shot missed, shattering a vase as the marine dropped to the floor and scrambled to the window. A few seconds later the blinds were drawn shut.
"Shit." Luke had blown his chance. He quickly started disassembling his rifle, frustration and anger burning in his chest.
◆◆◆
"Where did you hear that name?" Brandon whispered urgently. But before she had a chance to answer, a vase by his head shattered, showering them in pottery shards.
Dropping to the floor, Brandon stared at a bullet hole in the wall behind the shattered vase, heartbeat pounding in his ears. That had been too close—an inch to the left and the bullet would have struck him instead. His mind raced, plans crumbling in an instant.
Something was wrong—Judith should never have heard of the Phoenix Collective, a terrorist group that wouldn't exist for another 90 years. And now he was being shot at. The Collective was on to him and the mission was compromised. He had to get out of here, regroup, and figure out what was going on.
Brandon crawled to the window and reached up, quickly tugging on the cord to close the blinds. Then he turned to Judith, who was wriggling around like a worm. She started to scream.
Brandon scrambled over to her and put his hand over her mouth. "Listen to me. We're under attack. I don't want to hurt you. But if you don't stop screaming, I'll have to knock you out," he said with a look to show he meant it. "Do you understand?"
She glared at him and nodded. He removed his hand from her mouth.
"Okay, we have to move. Now!" Brandon started to sweat. He couldn't saddle a tied-up woman onto his motorcycle—he'd have local law enforcement running him off the road in minutes. "Do you have a vehicle?"
Judith stayed silent.
"Do you want to get shot at some more?"
She shook her head.
"Then tell me—where's your car?" Brandon asked urgently.
"In the parkade. Bottom level. Keys on the counter."
He grabbed the keys off the counter. Then Brandon hoisted Judith over his shoulder and ran for the door. He stumbled down the hallway, then headed down the stairs, Judith bouncing all the way. Fortunately, he didn't run into any residents.
"Why is someone shooting at us?" Judith choked out.
"I have no idea, but I'm hoping we can have a chat about it somewhere more quiet."
The stairs ended at the basement parkade. "Which car is it?" Brandon said, looking wildly around for any sign of the shooter.
"The green honda civic," Judith said.
An engine roared around the corner, heading down from the entrance gate. Brandon turned to see headlights bearing down on them. Brandon ran for the civic.
A white sedan squealed to a stop. A man in a black ski mask jumped out of the car and started sprinting toward them.
Brandon wrenched the civic door open. No time for gentleness—only speed. Brandon tossed Judith into the back seat and slid behind the wheel. He started the car and stomped on the gas, tires squealing. He headed for the exit gate in the opposite direction.
The man in the ski mask started running back toward his car, but was too slow to pursue them.
Judith rolled around on the seat as the civic fishtailed around a corner. She whacked her head on the door, yelping in pain.
Brandon gripped the wheel, knuckles white, thinking of nothing else but getting away. He pressed the pedal down harder, speeding off into the city.
As the civic's tail lights disappeared around the corner, Luke pulled off his ski mask and stared after the escaping vehicle. The marine had left him no choice—now he'd have to escalate the situation. That bastard's life was about to turn ugly.
Chapter 9
The abandoned motel crouched at the side of the deserted highway, a crumbling relic from another era. Judith craned her neck to gaze out her civic's dirty windshield at the decaying building, a chill traveling down her spine. Her kidnapper had brought them here for a reason, though what reason she couldn't begin to guess. She couldn't think clearly—her head was thumping like a subwoofer.
The man cut the engine, plunging them into silence. He slid from the driver's seat. Judith watched as he approached the motel, trying each room's door handle in turn. Most were locked tight, abandoned long ago to judge by the state of the place.
The main building sagged into itself, roof bowing under years of weather damage. Paint peeled from the walls in long strips, revealing mold-spotted wood beneath. The neon sign that had once attracted travelers now lay dark and broken, letters shattered where they had crashed to the ground. An air of gloom hung over all, as though the motel mourned for joys and sorrows left behind in another time.
Judith struggled fiercely in the civic's back seat, trying to free herself from the cords. They were too tight. A mixture of terror and blind panic was starting to surge up her throat.
At last the man found an open room. He disappeared inside, reemerging moments later. Opening the car door, he hoisted Judith up onto his shoulder and made his way to the room, glass and debris crunching under his shoes. Judith took several deep breaths, trying to calm herself and focus on finding a chance to escape.
The room's interior fared no better than the rest of the motel. Two single beds hulked beneath threadbare sheets, faded and torn. A grimy lampshade clung at a precarious angle above one bed, cobwebs spanning the corner it had occupied for untold years. The carpet emitted a musty odor with every step, as though reluctantly yielding secrets from deep within its fibers.
The man dropped Judith on one of the beds, the ancient springs groaning in protest. Then he sat at the room's small table and stared at her.
With his blond hair and blue eyes, the man looked more like a Ken doll than a killer, although he certainly looked more than physically capable judging by his beefy frame.
"Are you going to kill me?" Judith asked, surprised at how calm her voice sounded.
◆◆◆
It was a good question. Fighting the enemy in the heat of battle was simple, lizard-brain, mindless survival. But killing a defenseless woman in cold blood required a ruthlessness that Brandon just couldn't muster. He had no more of the rage that had fueled his rampage in the Yukon bar. He was all tapped out.
This scared woman was only an innocent civilian—exactly who he had sworn to protect.
This mission wasn't right. Aeon must have made some kind of mistake in its calculations. Or maybe he'd had his fill of violence.
Either way, he still needed to figure out a way to stop the Phoenix Collective from killing three million people.
Brandon finally spoke. "I just need some answers."
Judith scoffed, fear taking a back seat to incredulity. "You break into my home, physically assault me, kidnap me, imprison me on the set of The Walking Dead, and now you want to interrogate me? Fuck. You."
Brandon visibly recoiled, as if she had just slapped him in the face. "That's fair—I deserved that. I'm going to untie you now. Please don't do anything stupid. I just want to talk."
Judith felt a mixture of relief and trepidation as Brandon untied the ropes that held her captive. She rubbed her wrists, the sting of the bindings fading into the background as she regarded him with a mix of curiosity and wariness. Despite everything, it was obvious that the man no longer wanted to harm her.
She glared at him. "I don't know who you are or where you came from, but you have no right to hold me prisoner."
Brandon hung his head. His voice broke. "I know that now. I'm sorry, Judith."
The apology stunned her into silence. Judith was almost afraid to hope this nightmare might actually be ending.
"None of this was supposed to happen," he said, so softly she almost missed the words. Whatever had brought him to this point, his resolve had crumbled—the anger and force of will sustaining him these past days had abandoned him at last. Leaving behind only a broken man.
"You can leave and I won't stop you. All I ask is that you listen first." He placed her car keys onto the table and pushed them toward her.
Judith stood up, grabbed the car keys and bolted for the door. It swung open with a loud creak. But what he said next stopped her from running out of it.
"My name is Sergeant Brandon Dutch and I'm from the future. My mission is to stop the deaths of three million people a hundred years from now."
Judith turned around. She started to laugh. "Are you fucking kidding me? Wait, let me guess. You're a terminator sent from the future to kill me before I can give birth to the leader of a future resistance movement."
A look of surprise flashed across Brandon's face. "You're pretty close, actually." He took a deep breath. But Brandon couldn't bring himself to tell her the whole truth. "I was led to believe... to believe that you were a threat."
Judith snorted loudly. "Please don't tell me you're about to rip off your hand to reveal your robotic endoskeleton."
Brandon smiled ruefully. "No, I'm very human."
Another nutjob then. A nutjob that was taking her Terminator 2 references a little too seriously. It couldn't be a coincidence that two delusional men had approached her in the last week. "Okay, I'll play along. How can I be a threat? I'm just an ordinary woman, caught up in something I don't understand. I've done nothing wrong."
"I know." The truth of Judith's innocence bore down upon Brandon, the weight of his doubts growing with each passing moment.
"So you've changed your mind about killing me? Is this some sort of twisted ploy to gain my trust?"
Brandon's gaze met hers, his eyes filled with a mixture of determination and regret. "No, Judith. I can't change what I've done."
"I don't believe you. And I don't believe any of your bullshit about time travel. Did Libertus Financial hire you and that crazy fucker Luke White to throw me off the Cognifyx trail? I wouldn't put it past Larson, that son of a bitch."
Brandon's eyes flickered with intense interest. "Did this man, Luke White, tell you about the Phoenix Collective?"
"Yes, Luke White said that the government can't be trusted. That the Phoenix Collective wants to liberate us from the tyranny of AI or some bullshit."
"Judith, you've got it wrong. In 2123, the Phoenix Collective launch an attack that kills millions of innocent people—they're terrorists, plain and simple. They're willing to go to extreme measures to achieve their goals, even if it means sacrificing innocent lives."
The word "terrorist" reminded Judith of what else Luke had claimed. "Luke said that the AI… Egon?"
"Aeon."
"Right, Aeon, created some fake news about a terrorist attack, but the Collective was just trying to blow Aeon up and didn't hurt anyone. But I couldn't find anything about it on the Internet."
Brandon shook his head. "The reason you haven't heard about three million people being wiped off the face of the Earth is because the Phoenix Collective attack happens a hundred years from now. This Luke guy is twisting the facts."
Confusion and disbelief continued to duke it out in Judith's brain.
"Look, I can prove to you that time travel is real," Brandon said, his voice steady. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of sleek glasses. He handed them to Judith.
"Put them on," Brandon urged, his eyes filled with a glimmer of hope. "See for yourself."
With a hesitant nod, Judith slid the glasses onto her face, her vision transforming as the augmented reality display flickered to life.
Brandon tapped the side of the glasses with his finger. "Okay, I've activated the voice assistant. This Neural Visor isn't connected to the TOA network, but it still holds a database of historical events. Ask it anything you want to know about a future event. Maybe about something that will happen tomorrow."
Judith couldn't believe she was indulging this guy's twisted fantasy, but these smart glasses were unlike anything she'd ever seen. She spoke out loud to the voice assistant. "Hey… glasses. What will the top story be on tomorrow's 11 o' clock news?"
She gasped as a disturbing scene unfolded before her eyes. Her perspective was from high above the ground, presumably from a helicopter. The police were opening fire on a young man in army fatigues who was sprinting down a highway, his green Toyota Corolla abandoned on the side of the road. But he didn't get very far. His blood sprayed the tarmac as a hail of bullets tore into his back. The camera zoomed in on the man to reveal a swastika tattoo on his neck.
A dispassionate voice informed her that, on October 28, 2023—tomorrow's date, Jared Lithgow, in an apparently racially-motivated attack, killed 23 people in a Dallas movie theater before fleeing the scene. The theater was in a black neighborhood. She watched a statement from the police chief and a tearful interview with a parent. The theater was playing a Disney movie at the time and a lot of kids were in attendance. Then live video footage from inside the movie theater started to play, showing the horrific aftermath.
Judith felt sick. She ripped the glasses off her face and tossed them back to Brandon. He caught them awkwardly with one hand. As he caught them, she caught a glimpse of an exquisite gold bracelet around Brandon's wrist. It didn't really go with his biker outfit.
Judith shook her head to try and clear the sordid images from her head. "What the hell did I just watch?"
"You watched what you asked for—tomorrow's news," Brandon said. "What did you see?"
Judith cocked her head, not convinced of his ignorance. "I saw a scene from a terrible movie. Look, those smart glasses don't prove time travel is real. They're probably a new Vision Pro prototype from Apple. Or maybe the latest headset from Facebook. I don't know—my brother's more into VR than I am."
Brandon looked confused. "I don't know what a 'Facebook' is, but yeah, this is the latest Neural Visor Pro from Apple… Anyway, never mind. If you don't believe me that's fine—watch the news tomorrow and decide for yourself. But you can't trust this Luke guy. If the Phoenix Collective are in this time period, then they must have tried to shoot me at your apartment—it may have even been Luke. Violence is their default approach."
"So they weren't shooting at me specifically?" Judith asked. "I'd like to know. Because I like looking out of my window."
"No, the Phoenix Collective are gunning for me—not you. It should be safe for you to go home as long as I stay away. If Luke wanted you dead, he would have killed you already. But Judith, you've got to help me set up a meeting with him."
"Fuck, no," Judith said, her temperature rising. "You asked me to listen to your crazy stories about time travel, and I did. But I'm not getting in the middle of a shooting match between you two. Both of you need to leave me the hell out of whatever messed-up game you guys are playing."
"Please Judith…"
"Did you not hear my words? I'm tired. I'm hungry. My head hurts. And, oh I don't know—there's something about being kidnapped that really fucks up your evening. So I'm checking out of this shitty motel. Goodbye Brandon—have a nice life."
She stalked out of the rusty motel room door and left. Brandon didn't try to stop her.
Judith power-walked out to her honda civic, the late afternoon sun blinding in its brightness after being in the dim, dank room.
Sliding into the driver's seat, Judith gripped the wheel to anchor herself. Then, she peeled out of the abandoned motel parking lot without looking back. It took her a while to get her bearings. She wasn't used to driving without GPS. But, despite her brother always beating her at Mario Kart, Judith was a really good driver—a skill she was proud of. She found the highway headed back to Chicago and sped down it.
She stopped off on the way home to pick up some sushi. There was no way in hell she'd be cooking dinner tonight. She'd be eating delicious sushi alone. Blissfully alone.
Chapter 10
The next morning, Judith tried to file a police report over the phone, but was told to do it in person. Ugh. She'd go to the police station tomorrow. All Judith could manage was to clean up the mess in her apartment, then curl up on the couch with a cup of tea. She wanted nothing more than to forget about her crazy Friday night. Nobody in her building seemed concerned. Her neighbors hadn't noticed the gunshot or broken window—no wonder at the volume her next door neighbor Mrs. Cruikshank blasted her soap operas at.
She tried to rehearse what to say to the cops: While being kidnapped by a biker who claimed to be a marine from the future, somebody else shot at him through her window. Then the biker apologized and let her go after taking her to an abandoned motel. Mmm. She needed to work on it.
Judith shivered. The breeze coming through her broken window was chilly. She picked up her phone and asked her landlord to come and fix it.
◆◆◆
Judith gazed around her tidy apartment, a strange sense of detachment settling over her. The window was fixed and the broken vase was gone. She couldn't decide what to put in the empty spot it left behind. But the choice didn't seem that important. She stared at the clock, curiosity growing within her like a tumor that she couldn't ignore anymore. She clicked on the TV just in time to catch the 11 o'clock news.
"Our top story tonight," the anchorwoman announced, "a shocking massacre at a Texas movie theatre today."
Judith's eyes widened as helicopter footage appeared of police gunning down a young man with a swastika tattoo on his neck. Her pulse started to race as she recognized the footage from the vision in Brandon's smart glasses she saw yesterday. But how was this possible?
The report cut to an interview with a police chief describing the shooting. "Our thoughts and prayers are with the families of the victims tonight..."
His interview matched perfectly with what Judith had seen yesterday. She watched, mouth agape, as the report continued, showing the details and interview with a parent just as she had witnessed them. All the details were identical—23 dead, the green Corolla, the shooter's name—Jared Lithgow—even the name of the Disney movie playing. When the live footage of the movie theatre came on, she quickly turned off the TV, not wanting to relive that scene again.
Judith's mind reeled. Had Brandon's glasses really shown her the future? A second question formed in her mind, making her queasy—could she have stopped Jared Lithgow from killing 23 people?
She thought back to the mesmerizing bracelet Brandon had worn, so out of place with the rest of his outfit. There was more going on here than she knew. Judith realized with chilling certainty that she was at the center of something bigger than she could imagine.
◆◆◆
Halloween was all fun and games at the office, as mandated by the Libertus Financial Social Committee. Judith, however, didn't care to win the prize for best costume, so she didn't wear one.
Sequestered in her cubicle, Judith buried herself in her usual tasks, grasping for scraps of normalcy. Yet her coworkers' idle chatter seemed to fade into the background, a reminder of how little she now had in common with their small lives. Even Tom, who was dressed as some sort of gangster complete with fake full-sleeve tattoos, didn't annoy her as much as usual because she just didn't care.
"Judith?" She glanced up to find her boss, Michael Larson, who was wearing a Hawaiian shirt, watching expectantly. He looked surprisingly pleased. "No costume? Where's your Libertus Financial spirit?"
Judith gave him a blank stare in response.
"Nevermind. Please join me for a meeting in my office. An important new client from Facebook has arrived and he asked specifically for you. Fantastic work Judith—that's one hell of a lead."
"Facebook?" Judith was confused—she didn't have any clients from Facebook. What the fuck was going on?
As they walked down the corridor to his office, Michael Larson started prattling on about getting access to the treasure trove of Facebook's personal data for psychological targeting and so on. Judith tuned him out. How had anybody at Facebook heard of her?
"...just look what they did for Trump's election campaign. Are you even listening to me, Judith?" Larson snapped.
Then she saw a familiar man sitting in Larson's office wearing a sheepish smile, an expensive suit, and polished shoes. His blond hair was well-groomed and he was clean shaven. Fuck. It was Brandon. Quite an improvement from the biker outfit. Still, he had no right showing up here after what he'd done.
"Ah, yes. Mr. Dutch, allow me to introduce Judith Jameson, one of our top account managers." Larson's smile seemed strained when his gaze landed on Judith.
She shook Brandon's outstretched hand, struggling to mask her annoyance. His eyes searched hers, a silent plea within their depths.
"A pleasure to meet you, Ms. Jameson." Brandon's tone was respectful, as though they were mere strangers. The normalcy was an illusion, and they both knew it. Judith gave a faint nod, uncertain how to navigate this new twist.
Judith took a seat beside Larson, pulse racing as she faced Brandon across the table.
"So, Mr. Dutch." Larson folded his hands on the desk. "What exactly is Facebook's vision for this partnership?"
Brandon nodded, apparently at a loss for words. Then he said one word and spread his hands theatrically. "Synergy."
Judith blinked—wow, this guy was a fish out of water. Was he trying to ruin her career? She jumped in, her forced smile almost painful. "Perfect, Mr. Dutch, I agree. Through synergy, we can leverage social technologies to streamline customized content delivery and maximize user engagement, right?"
Brandon nodded, a twinkle in his eye. "Exactly Ms. Jameson, you took the words right out of my mouth."
Larson's eyebrows rose but he jotted down a note. "And your monetization strategies?"
"Moving forward, we aim to… uh," Brandon trailed off.
Judith jumped in again. "Aim to offer targeted advertising, of course. I read your excellent proposal, Mr. Dutch. Micro-optimized to align with user analytics and AI-driven insights." Judith was struggling to maintain her composure.
Larson cleared his throat and glanced back and forth between Judith and Brandon. "Those are ambitious plans. What resources do you propose allocating to support them?"
Brandon faltered, gaze darting briefly to Judith. "Ms. Jameson, perhaps you could…"
Judith glared at Brandon while speaking. "We believe significant funding and strategic hires will be required to actualize these synergies at scale."
"At scale?" Larson frowned. "Can you provide more concrete details on the scope of resources Facebook intends to provide?"
Brandon's confident mask seemed to slip. He shifted in his seat, searching for more buzzwords to fill the silence. "Whatever resources are needed to… deploy the troops and advance the front lines."
Larson's pen stilled. His scrutiny bored into Brandon as the awkward pause lingered. At last he leaned forward, suspicion evident.
"Mr. Dutch, I must confess your responses seem rather vague. For a representative of such a large company, you appear surprisingly ill-informed about the specifics of this proposal."
Brandon swallowed hard, gaze imploring Judith to intervene. She licked her lips, at a loss.
Larson's frown deepened. He shot Judith a furious look before turning back to Brandon. "I'm starting to wonder if you truly speak for Facebook at all, Mr. Dutch."
Michael Larson's assistant popped her head into his office, bringing the charade to a grinding halt. "Sorry to bother you sir, but Mr. Luke White from the FBI is here to see Judith."
The look on Larson's face was priceless.
But Judith didn't have much time to enjoy it before she saw Luke White striding toward them down the corridor. Brandon's back was turned away from Luke. As Brandon turned his head to see what Judith was looking at, Luke stopped short. Then he pulled a skeleton mask over his head and drew a handgun. The glass wall of Larson's office shattered as he fired, spraying her with sharp shards. Judith yelped in shock and dropped to the floor.
Larson screamed like a little girl and scrambled to hide behind Judith and Brandon. Larson's assistant sprinted away without uttering a sound. Smart.
Gangster Tom and Johnston, who was dressed as a pirate, sprinted around the corner behind Luke.
"What the hell was that noise, boss!" Tom shouted. Luke turned around and shot Tom in the head, execution style in one smooth motion. He dropped like a rotten log.
Johnston just stood there whimpering, his hands shaking in the air. A wet stain started spreading out from his crotch and seeping down the leg of his pirate pants. He dropped to his knees, about to beg for his life. But he didn't get the chance before Luke put three bullets in his chest. He flopped over next to Tom.
Fear and panic filled the office. Judith's coworkers screamed and scrambled for cover, their lives turned upside down in an instant. Desperate pleas for mercy echoed through the air. Brandon and Judith crawled on the floor to hide behind Larson's massive desk. Larson quickly joined them, fumbling out his phone to call 911. He kept swearing under his breath, over and over.
Turning back towards Larson's office, Luke shouted at Judith. "Judith! I'm here to save you!"
Judith popped up to face him, eyes blazing. "Save me? You just gunned down innocent people!"
"Casualties of war—sacrifices to keep you safe." Luke kept his gun raised, but he wasn't pointing it at her.
Judith slammed a fist onto the desk for emphasis. "You can't rationalize murdering whoever gets in your way!"
"I did what was necessary." His placating tone was infuriating. "When will you accept that I'm the only one who can protect you?"
"Maybe I don't need your protection!" Judith blinked back furious tears. "Not like this. Never like this."
"Do you think anyone else would go to such lengths to keep you alive?" His dark brown eyes burned into her, shining brightly through the sinister skeleton mask. "To keep the future of the Phoenix Collective alive?"
Judith was shaking with rage. "A future bought with innocent lives is no future at all! I want no part of it!"
"You don't have to join us." Luke said quietly. "But you can't trust the man who's with you. He's a marine who works for the government—he's TOA."
"TOA?" Judith mumbled.
"Temporal Oversight Agency," Brandon clarified.
"What a mouthful. You really do work for the government," Judith said in a low voice.
Brandon smiled. "You get sarcastic when you're scared, you know that?"
Without waiting for a response, Brandon surged to his feet and shouted at Luke. "Stow the theatrics. I'm Sergeant Brandon Dutch—"
Luke fired. The shot went wide, splintering wood where Brandon had stood a moment before. He lunged out of the line of fire as more bullets flew, the sharp retorts reverberating in the confined space. Judith huddled back behind the desk, and Brandon joined her a moment later.
"We have to get out of here," Brandon urged. "I'm unarmed."
"Seriously?" Judith raised her eyebrows. "You know, for a soldier, you don't seem that into guns."
He was right though—they had to escape. The wail of sirens approached in the distance. Judith didn't want anyone else to die. She didn't completely trust Brandon, but one look into his worried eyes told her that she could trust him more than Luke, who was out of control. She hated getting caught between this inexplicable war between the two men. But she had no choice—it was time to pick a side.
So, she decided to take a chance on a soldier who claims he's from the future. She must be out of her fucking mind.
Chapter 11
Libertus Financial, once a place of mundane routines and familiar faces, had transformed into a battleground of violence and chaos. Shattered glass littered the office floor. Tom and Johnston's  bodies lay contorted on the ugly carpet, slowly bleeding out. Judith froze as she took in the scene. She had seen violence before, but nothing like this. The coppery stench of blood turned her stomach. She hesitated, every instinct telling her to run.
Larson whispered frantically to her. "Judith, who the fuck are these people? What are you involved in?" She'd almost forgotten about her boss.
"We need to disappear. Now!" Brandon rasped, voice ragged. Judith nodded, steeling herself.
Risking a quick look around the desk, Judith saw Luke was still standing in the corridor trying to peer around Larson's desk. He lowered the gun when he saw Judith's head.
"Judith, just come with me and we can put all this behind us. The Phoenix Collective has placed you under its protection…"  As Luke rambled on, Judith stared at the corpses on the carpet and started to think that she didn't want to work here anymore.
Life was too short to work in a job she hated for a boss she despised. The meeting with Brandon may have been a farce, but the more Judith thought about it, she realized every meeting she'd ever had was an equally ridiculous exchange of meaningless buzzwords. And Larson was a piece of shit who only saw their clients as data to be exploited for gain, not as real people. She just couldn't support getting into bed with Cognifyx, no matter how hard she tried to justify it.
A sudden surge of anger fueled Judith's determination to not only escape this nightmare and protect Brandon from Luke's relentless pursuit, but also to escape Libertus Financial. With a resolute gaze, she turned to her cowering boss, Michael Larson.
"Mr. Larson, I officially tender my resignation, effective immediately," Judith declared, her voice laced with steel.
Larson peered in disbelief at Judith, eyes wide. "What?"
Judith stared back into Larson's terrified eyes. "Read my lips—I quit."
Larson struggled to make sense of what Judith was saying. "Are you seriously doing this now?"
"Yep. Right now."
Okay... Johnston would normally handle the paperwork, but he appears to be… indisposed. Please—just go. And take your… friends with you."
Judith knelt before him. "Give me your car keys. We need to leave before the police arrive."
"Are you mad?" Larson's voice emerged strangled. "Do you have any idea how much that car is worth?" Larson was quickly regaining his composure.
"The sooner we're gone, the sooner he'll follow us—and leave you alive." She nodded her head toward Luke, who was warily approaching the office. She held out one hand. "Your keys. Now."
Larson fumbled the keys from his pocket and pressed them into her palm. "Oh, and one more thing," Judith snarled. "Forget that Mr. Dutch and I were involved in this. If you report us to the police, I'll send the Cognifyx report straight to the press," she said, hoping Larson would buy her bluff. "Then we'll see what the shareholders think of your plan to screw our clients over."
Larson nodded, but didn't speak, giving somebody else the last word for a change. Just then, somebody started screaming behind Luke, who turned around, distracted for a second. Now was their chance.
She gestured Brandon forward and they crept out of Larson's office, hugging the wall. Judith winced as the broken glass on the floor cut into her knees.
A shot rang out, pinging off metal somewhere behind them. Judith whipped around to see Luke striding toward them, handgun aimed toward Brandon.
"Judith!" Luke's plea reverberated through the narrow space. "Don't do this! You can't trust that man!"
Brandon grabbed her hand and yanked her into a run. They pounded down the hall as another bullet shattered glass nearby, Judith's pulse thrumming in her ears.
They careened around a corner into the familiar maze of cubicles. Judith dove beneath the nearest desk, Brandon sliding in beside her. It was pretty crowded because a large bumblebee was also hiding under the desk. It was Meredith from Accounting, the antennas on her cheerfully-yellow halloween costume wilting sadly in the confined space.
Judith put her finger to her lips, motioning Meredith to be quiet.
"Juuuuudith, where are youuuuu?" Luke called out. "I don't want you to get hurt—you must know that. I just want to protect you from him."
Not daring to move, they held their breath. Seconds ticked by, the silence agonizing. Then they heard a soft creaking sound closeby. Meredith let out a small yelp.
The cheap plywood barrier shook as shots slammed into it, Judith clenching her eyes shut against the splinters flying.
That was enough excitement for Meredith, who made a run for it. But Luke was taking no prisoners. He calmly shot her several times in the back. Her bumblebee body spun wildly before her head hit the office printer, leaving blood splattered on its side.
When the bullets stopped flying, Brandon and Judith crawled swiftly between desks toward the corridor opposite, the air tinged with smoke and cordite. Judith scrambled up and helped Brandon to his feet, Together they hurtled into an empty hall.
But they were too slow. A shot clipped Brandon's arm, spinning him off balance. He crashed into the wall as they scrambled around the corner before sliding down, a crimson stain blooming on his sleeve.
"No!" Judith knelt beside him, breath catching at the pain etched on his face. She tore a strip of fabric from her skirt to wrap the wound, knotting it tight though blood seeped swiftly through. Judith peeked around the corner. Luke was approaching fast. But the stairwell door was just ahead.
Not wanting to wait around, Judith slipped an arm around Brandon and pulled hard, staggering under his weight as she yanked him up and half-dragged him to the stairwell.
The metal door clanged shut behind them. Judith helped Brandon descend the steps as fast as they could, his boots scuffing on concrete. Her shoulders burned but they descended a floor, then another, as shouts and pounding footsteps filtered through from above.
They emerged into the garage, fluorescent lights flickering to life as Judith searched frantically for Larson's car. There—the cherry-red Maserati gleamed beneath the stark bulbs.
Brandon slumped against a concrete pillar, sweat beading on his forehead, as Judith tore open the driver's side door. She helped him into the passenger seat, rounding the car in a flash to slide behind the wheel. Then she slammed the key into the ignition with a whispered prayer of thanks.
The engine roared to life as Luke burst out of the stairwell. Judith threw the vehicle into gear, tires squealing as they peeled out of the garage and up the exit ramp into daylight at last. She gripped the wheel tight to stop her hands from shaking, stealing a glance at Brandon now clutching his wounded arm in the seat beside her.
As they tore down the street, Judith glanced in the rear-view mirror to see a white sedan screech onto the road behind them, rapidly gaining ground.
"He's coming!" She braced herself and accelerated, weaving through traffic. Horns blared around them as Judith tried to move through the dense crush of vehicles.
Luke's car slammed into their bumper, propelling them forward. Judith gasped, heartbeat thundering in her chest. She yanked the wheel sideways, bumping over a curb onto the sidewalk. Pedestrians leapt aside, shouting indignantly in their wake.
Judith accelerated onto the street, buildings blurring as they picked up speed. Her knuckles whitened on the leather wheel. In the passenger seat Brandon pressed his good hand to his wounded arm, jaw clenched against the pain.
Once again, Luke's sedan roared up behind them in the mirror, his unmasked face was visible through the windshield, contorted with rage. He slammed into their bumper again and Judith gasped, the jolt giving her whiplash. She yanked the wheel sideways and swung into the next lane, horns blaring around them.
The chase continued through a maze of city blocks before the wail of sirens cut through the din, lights flashing in the mirror.
Luke stayed on their tail, ramming them yet again as Judith swerved between vehicles onto the sidewalk once again. Pedestrians shouted and leapt aside. "So sorry!" She shouted, her focus narrowing to the road ahead. She powered the Maserati through a red light, narrowly missing oncoming traffic.
In the mirror, Luke's sedan plowed through stationary vehicles blocking his path, shards of metal and glass flying. Judith's chest tightened—he would stop at nothing now to run them into the ground.
A roadblock loomed ahead, two patrol cars parked sideways blocking their path.
Judith braced herself and wrenched the wheel hard. The Maserati bumped over the curb onto an empty sidewalk, accelerating past the startled officers. Their shouts faded behind as Judith breathed relief, pulling back onto the road beyond the barricade. One of the officers fired a wild shot at them. Judith ducked instinctively, but the bullet went wide.
In the mirror she saw more police cars arrive and descend upon Luke's vehicle, boxing him in and forcing him over with weapons drawn. His face was a mask of rage as they dragged him from the car, cuffing his hands behind his back. Judith released a shuddering breath and accelerated onto a freeway onramp.
She glanced at Brandon to find him watching her, color returning to his cheeks. His gaze held a newfound admiration that left her discomfited.
"Where'd you learn to drive like that?"
Judith laughed nervously. "Mario Kart."
Brandon looked confused.
"And delivering pizzas in college. My boss docked my pay if I delivered it cold."
Judith left the freeway at the next exit, doubling back. They had to ditch the car before the police could catch up to them. A damn shame—the Maserati's speed and handling was unlike anything Judith had ever driven.
Brandon pointed. "Pull in there."
Judith blinked to clear her vision and take in details of their location. A Walmart with a sprawling parking lot. Perfect. They abandoned the Maserati in a sea of vehicles.
Brandon selected a nondescript gray sedan at random. He put on his Neural Visor and used it to help him break in and hot-wire it. Judith stood guard nearby, glancing around nervously.
"I thought I'd better learn how to borrow some wheels when I need to," Brandon muttered while he worked. "When I first got here I had to beat up an entire biker gang just to get the keys to a bike."
"Seriously?" Judith said with a small laugh. Brandon didn't answer. "Oh, you are serious."
The engine turned over with a growl, purring to life, and they slid inside without a word.
Judith drove north on back roads, hoping that the Chicago PD didn't have the manpower to search for suspects on every route out of the city. Hopefully Larson will keep his mouth shut, despite the—admittedly extensive—damage to his precious car.
They drove on in silence through the gathering dark. After another hour, they reached a rural, forested area somewhere north of Milwaukee.
Judith spotted a dirt track leading deep into forest, a single cabin at its end half-cloaked in shadow. No cars parked outside and no neighbors. It seemed as good a place as any. Judith killed the engine and blew out a long breath.
She glanced at Brandon and started—his gaze seemed almost vacant, fixed ahead on some sight she couldn't see. "Brandon?"
He flinched as though struck, the trance broken. But she had glimpsed beneath his mask at some open wound festering below.
They climbed out to stand beneath the pines.
"We should rest here tonight." Judith was sure Brandon needed it.
Brandon gazed at the cabin without seeming to see it at all before striding forward to twist the knob. It was locked but the door was flimsy. Brandon winced as he shouldered through it.
They entered the musty confines of the cabin. Judith eyed the single room—there was a wood-burning fireplace, sparse furniture, and a small kitchenette. She walked to the grime-smeared window and saw a small natural lake out back—this must be a seasonal fishing cabin. She watched as Brandon slumped onto the cabin's sole narrow bed. His shoulders shook once.
Judith threw some logs into the fireplace and got a warm, crackling fire going. Then she looked through the drawers and found a small medical kit with some antiseptic and gauze.
Judith approached Brandon slowly and sat beside him. She laid one hand on his arm; felt him tense, but he didn't pull away.
Chapter 12
Brandon ran through a maze of dim corridors, pulse-rifle fire thrumming in his ears. The walls were rusted metal, ceiling obscured above by shadows stretching endlessly before him.
A burst of plasma rang out and he dove aside as the high-energy bolt ricocheted off metal, the dull zing resounding through the narrow space. Who was shooting at him? Brandon peered around the edge of the corridor into the adjacent hall to see a figure silhouetted against the darkness.
The figure turned to reveal a skeletal face. It was Myers, but not Myers—it was his corpse, red stains spreading over the front of his combat fatigues.
"Myers?" Brandon's voice emerged ragged.
Myers grinned, the expression ghastly, and leveled his pulse rifle once more.
Brandon sprinted in the opposite direction. His boots pounded the worn floor plating but brought him no closer to escape. Another hall ended in a tangle of debris through which leaked acrid smoke, the stale air tinged with death.
"We trusted you." The voice stung like an ice shard.
He spun to see Avery stagger from the smoke, uniform in tatters, flesh pale and necrotizing. A sob caught in Brandon's throat.
Avery gave a grotesque parody of a smile. "We trusted you, but you led us to our slaughter. For nothing. Zero waits in shadow, and he will spill the blood of millions…"
"No!" Brandon backed away as Avery advanced. "I won't let that future happen!"
A hand grasped his shoulder and he jumped, whipping around. Cole stood before him, eyes dark with rebuke.
"You failed us." His voice sounded like hundreds of buzzing bees. Cole shook his head. "Judith Jameson lives. She remains and so Zero rises…"
The walls and floor shook around them. Brandon reached out to grasp Cole's arm but his hand passed through, fingers closing on empty air—
Brandon jolted awake, chest heaving. The fire had dwindled to embers, cabin cast into shadow. But the chill seizing his limbs didn't come from the darkened room surrounding him.
Brandon looked over and saw Judith staring into the embers. "Judith?"
She didn't respond—she just sat there listlessly, head turned away.
Brandon reached over and turned Judith's shoulder. He screamed. Her head was burnt, decomposing with maggots crawling throughout the gray flakes of dead skin.
"You should have killed me," Judith whispered. "Before I had to kill myself."
Brandon tried to scramble away but he was paralyzed with horror and couldn't move.
◆◆◆
Judith looked over to find Brandon twisting in fitful slumber on the narrow bed, blankets tangled around his legs. His brow was beaded with sweat, expression anguished as tortured sounds escaped him.
Judith stood and approached hesitantly. She reached out to grasp his shoulder. "Brandon?"
His eyes flew open and for a moment they blazed with terror, seeing something that wasn't there. Brandon blinked and shuddered, gaze focusing at last on her in recognition.
He sat up, disentangling himself from the blankets. "Just a nightmare." His voice was rough.
Flames were dancing within the fireplace, shadows flickering over the rough wooden walls surrounding them.
Judith perched on the squeaking mattress beside him. "You called out for your teammates. Myers, Avery, Cole." She searched his face, hesitant to probe an open wound. "What happened to them?"
Brandon closed his eyes for a long moment. When he opened them, it was as if a veil had fallen; the pain in his eyes was clear. "They died before the mission even started. It was my fault. They trusted me with their lives, but I couldn't save them."
Judith reached out, but Brandon flinched away. She dropped her arm.
Bitterness overshadowed Brandon's eyes. "I don't need your pity. I have to make sure they didn't die for nothing."
His words sent a chill through her. "At the motel, you told me that you believed I was a threat. So, what was your mission exactly?" Though she sensed the truth hovering, waiting to emerge.
Brandon held her gaze, resolve tempered by regret. "Aeon, the AI governing the TOA in our time, identified you as the ancestor of a man called Zero, the leader of the Phoenix Collective." He drew a steadying breath. "We were sent back through time to stop Zero before he could ever come to power. By removing you from the timeline."
Judith stared at Brandon in shock, the words echoing through her mind. Her elimination—to stop a man called Zero from rising to power. A leader of terrors yet to come, descended from her own bloodline. She'd been resisting the truth, that time travel was real, that she was a part of it somehow, but the weight of what Brandon was telling her was impossible to resist. And after his smart glasses had shown her a mass shooting the day before it happened, she had no choice but to believe the impossible—time travel was real.
The revelation wound its way into her thoughts and took root, implications darkening her vision until all seemed cast in shadow. Her pulse thrummed in her ears, a denial struggling to emerge. "That's not possible. You must be mistaken."
Brandon held her gaze, his usual confidence stripped away. She glimpsed anguish and bitter sorrow beneath. "I wish it was a mistake. But genealogical records don't lie. Zero's lineage traces back to you. And a hundred years from now, Zero is going to kill three million people."
Judith stood abruptly, floorboards creaking, and paced the cramped confines of the cabin. Her hands clenched into fists at her sides, knuckles whitening. "Why me? There must be some error—"
"The events surrounding Zero's rise are still unclear. But you play a key role, however unwitting, in what is to come." Brandon's voice hardened. "According to Aeon's calculations, removing you was the least risky path to averting disaster."
She stopped and turned on him, heart racing. "So, Aeon wants to kill me for a future I don't know anything about? An AI with a god complex is my judge, jury, and executioner? Fuck that—I'll decide my own fate."
Brandon held her gaze. "As you should. Aeon was mistaken to demand your death as the only solution." His shoulders slumped. "And my team died following orders I should never have obeyed. I can't take your life, but I have to make this right."
The anger drained from Judith as swiftly as it had come, leaving her spent. She sank onto the creaking mattress, dropped her head into her hands and closed her eyes, fingers clutching at hair as if to anchor her to the present.
"I'm sorry." Brandon's whisper pulled her back. She opened her eyes to find anguish carved into the lines of his face. "When I found you, I knew at once that I couldn't blindly follow orders to kill an innocent woman. And now too much blood has already been shed for nothing." His gaze dropped to his hands, scarred and callused. "There are other time portals. If I can return to 2123, I might find a way to stop Zero without any more killing. I'll consult Aeon and try another way."
"But what will you tell the TOA about me?" Judith asked.
Brandon shifted uncomfortably on the mattress. "I'll tell the TOA that this mission was a failure because the Phoenix Collective got to you first. In a way, that's the truth."
Judith shook her head. "Fuck. Why couldn't I have been the ancestor of one of the good guys? It's like finding out that your great grandson is Hitler." Her quip earned a wry smile from Brandon, but he stayed silent.
Judith gazed into the flickering firelight, Brandon's revelation still echoing within her mind. Her elimination—by his hand, under orders from a machine which had judged her life forfeit. All to stop a mass murderer called Zero from ever being born.
The implications wound their way through her thoughts. Her future choices will set events in motion that will end millions of lives. Should she do nothing, forget about what's coming, and live out her life? Or should she make different choices? Which path will end in unthinkable carnage?
Doing nothing would be the easier path. Go on as before, embrace the familiar comforts and distractions of life and forget about what may—or may not—happen a century from now.
But, now that forbidden knowledge of the future had poisoned her mind, Judith couldn't be complacent. She couldn't simply live out her life, work a soulless corporate job, meet a handsome but slightly overweight man on tinder, get married, have kids, have grandkids, and die without knowing if she ignited the apocalypse.
She needed to take a hard left turn and do something unexpected. Something radical. Judith knew that if she stayed in 2023, her decision would haunt her. She would question every choice she made in every waking moment, slipping into insanity as she agonized over whether she was killing millions of unborn people just by procreating.
Maybe she could become one of those annoying DINKs who crow on Instagram about their child-free life, sleeping in, having brunch, and shopping all day at the mall. But she couldn't stomach the thought of tying her tubes, never having kids, and still never knowing if sterilizing herself saved anyone.
Judith needed to know exactly what future bloomed from the seed of her choices. And if that future bloomed black and twisted thorns, could she change it? She needed to know if different choices could grow a sweeter future instead.
And she knew that need wouldn't go away if she ignored it. 2123 was calling her name.
She gazed at Brandon where he rested nearby, the lines of grim experience carved into skin belying his youth. She didn't fully know this man, but she felt that their fates were bound as one. The road ahead may only bring bitter sorrow, but she was as compelled to walk down it as the rain was compelled to fall.
She'd made her choice.
"I'm coming with you. Let's go to 2123." Judith gave a faint smile. "Show me this future we must change."
Brandon stared at Judith, denial struggling to form. "No. It's too dangerous. I won't put you at further risk."
Judith lifted her chin, eyes blazing. "It's riskier if I stay here—and you know it. Luke is still here, and he won't stop hunting me now. Or maybe the TOA will send more marines to take me out when Aeon finds out your mission failed." Her gaze softened. "If you really want me to stay safe, how can you help if we're separated by centuries?"
Brandon shook his head. The thought of bringing Judith closer to Aeon, who wanted her dead… he shuddered, not wanting to fail yet another person who trusted him.
Judith approached and grasped his hands, her gentle warmth driving the shadows into retreat. "I know the dangers. And together we stand a chance, however slim, to change the course of the future. Zero is my bloodline. Mine. I didn't ask to be responsible for all those lives, but I am and I need your help."
Brandon gazed down at her hands, so small and fragile, yet clutching tightly even after this unbelievable burden had been unjustly dumped on her. He knew then her choice was already made.
Resolve kindled to life once more within his gaze. Brandon clasped her hands without a word. None were needed. There was no turning back after he took this woman into the future with him. But, she was his responsibility now and he was determined to keep her alive.
Brandon nodded. "Okay, we're going to need an aircraft. And I know where to find a really good one."
Chapter 13
They left before dawn. Their stolen gray sedan hugged the road as Brandon wove them through the darkness. Judith curled into her seat, fatigue seeping into her bones. Yesterday's events were catching up and taking their toll.
Judith glanced at Brandon, stoic behind the wheel. "How's the arm? You okay to drive?"
"Yeah, I'm good. Thanks for patching me up," he said, rolling his shoulder and wincing at a twinge of pain. He was really missing nanobot technology right now.
"You're welcome. So, where are we going?" Judith asked.
"The aircraft is in Wyoming."
"Okay, we have a long drive ahead of us. And why do we need an aircraft, exactly?" Judith asked, yawning.
"Well, I can open an exit doorway with this." Brandon waggled his arm to show her the unusual gold bracelet dangling on his wrist.
Judith gazed at the bracelet curiously. The way it sparkled was inscrutable—as if it had a power source. "What is that? At first, I thought it was just some bling, but I've never seen any jewellery quite like it."
Brandon frowned. "Well I don't know what 'bling' is, but you'll see how it works soon enough." He cleared his throat.  "Anyway, we need an aircraft because you need to be high up in the atmosphere to time travel. I'll explain how it works when we get there."
"Sure, but something doesn't add up," Judith said, frowning. "How did you get here? Don't you already have an aircraft?"
"No. We skydived in." Brandon's affect fell flat. "But my team was attacked by Phoenix Collective forces and… I was the only one who made it through. The Collective took control of the portal, so there'll be no extraction team coming."
"I'm sorry Brandon." Judith put her hand on his arm and they fell silent. It was obvious from the pained look in Brandon's eyes that he wasn't ready to talk more about the death of his team. Judith gazed out the passenger window even though it was too dark to see anything outside.
After a half hour, Brandon glanced over at her. "We need to switch vehicles. It's not safe to keep this one for long."
They pulled over into a weed-choked church parking lot in a nameless small town. There was a Park and Ride in the lot next door with a few lonely cars to choose from—hopefully their owners wouldn't return until the end of the working day. They soon acquired a new ride, an old Toyota Camry, thanks to Brandon's new carjacking skills.
The miles unreeled behind them. Judith drifted in and out of uneasy slumber, lulled by the thrum of tires as Brandon wove them between dozing towns. By the time pale gold streamed through the windows with sunrise imminent, the Camry had borne them into Wisconsin's rolling farmland.
Wisconsin's patchwork fields and weathered barns gave way to the open prairies of South Dakota, seas of grass rippling in the early morning breeze. The sun climbed higher, blessing their progress, as a vast and brooding sky gazed down with clouds massed upon the distant horizon.
They stopped only for essentials, meals bolted down in near silence. Brandon's tension was a palpable thing, eyes constantly scanning the road ahead and hands tight upon the wheel as though it alone kept him tethered to this moment.
The prairie slid away behind at last. Great walls of stone arose as nature's battlements on either side where land met sky, silent sentinels brooding over the border between South Dakota and Wyoming. The Black Hills towered in welcome, evergreens cloaking their slopes, as newer peaks jostled the horizon.
Judith was staring out at the beautiful landscape when Brandon broke the silence. "Does your communication device have geolocation?"
"Communication device…? Do you mean my iPhone? Yep, I think so. GPS."
"Toss it. The police might be looking for us, despite the threat you made to your supervisor." Brandon slowed down as they hit a patch of traffic behind a long-distance hauler.
Judith sighed. "Alright. But I need to call my brother first and let him know I'm okay." She tried calling Alex, but frustratingly, he didn't pick up. Judith texted him instead, telling him not to be worried if an incident at Libertus Financial appeared on the evening news and that she was leaving town for a couple of days with no cell service. Then, with a grimace, she turned her iPhone off and threw it out the window.
"That's a thousand dollars I'll never get back," she grumbled under her breath.
Wyoming unfolded under western clouds ablaze with dying daylight, shadows stretching out from folds of earth and stone. The Tetons stood revealed at journey's end, jagged peaks piercing a sky of endless azure graced with gold. It was humbling to be immersed in such majestic mountains. They dwarfed Judith's worries for a while, leaving only a hushed wonder at life's fleeting moments caught between horizons of vast beauty.
Night soon blanketed the land once more. Parking on the side of a dirt road that ran by a cattle ranch, Brandon and Judith tried to snatch some fitful rest.
When the sun rose and bathed the world in beautiful golden light, Brandon opened the car door, smoothing down his ruffled hair. "We walk from here."
Judith got out of the car and stretched—it had been an uncomfortable night. She wished she could at least brush her teeth. "To where?"
"The aircraft is in a secret underground bunker in the mountains. It was built in the 17th century by another TOA expedition. We can only get to it by foot," Brandon explained.
"Wait a minute," Judith blurted out in surprise. "Are you saying that this aircraft has been sitting underground for 400 years? Will it still work?"
"I hope so. That was our original mission's backup exit plan. It's going to be a long hike though."
Judith gazed out at the cattle ranch and saw some horses in the field. "I have an idea—why walk when you can ride?"
◆◆◆
Brandon bartered with the rancher to borrow two horses and purchase some gear and supplies, trading in their stolen Camry. Thankfully, The taciturn old man agreed to the questionable deal without asking any questions.
The trail wound upwards, clinging to the mountain's craggy face. Judith gripped the saddle for balance, pulse racing at the sheer drop yawning only steps away. Her mount plodded onward without hesitation, hooves scraping stone, following the path Brandon's horse had already broken.
The Tetons towered against an azure sky, peaks vanishing into cloud. Pines were sparse at this elevation, ancient sentinels twisted by the elements into tortured silhouettes. An eagle cried out, wheeling in solitude through a sea of golden air.
Brandon glanced back, slowing his progress until they rode side by side. His gaze held a warning. "Careful. Some parts of the trail are treacherous, and night is coming fast."
Judith swallowed hard, anxiety coiling in her gut. One misstep in the failing light and all would end in a swift plunge to her death. Her knuckles whitened on the reins but she lifted her chin, heart racing. "Okay, let's keep going."
The horses picked their way higher, blowing thick clouds with each labored breath. Judith blinked stinging sweat from her eyes and focused on the trail, each hoof fall bringing them closer to their destination well into the deepening night.
Stars emerged in a velvet sky. The mountain fell away at last to an alpine meadow silvered by a rising moon, terrain now suited for a gallop. Judith clung tight as her mount surged forward, racing through the night, Brandon right beside her.
"There." Brandon pointed, voice dropping to a hush.
Brandon reined in his horse and Judith followed suit, heart pounding as they spotted the yawning darkness of a cave in a mountainside.
Brandon flashed a grim smile. "We've arrived. Ready?"
Judith gazed at the mountain fastness looming against a sea of stars and drew a steadying breath. She nodded, heart racing in her chest, and together they dismounted to approach the cave entrance.
The cave mouth gaped before them, like a black hole into the unknown. Brandon drew a flashlight and flicked it on, beam carving a swath through darkness. "Watch your step. The floor's uneven."
Judith switched on her light, fingers tight around its reassuring bulk, and followed in his wake. The air held an ancient chill within, hinting at depths left long undisturbed. Their twin beams played across craggy walls, revealing a twisting passage delving into the mountain's heart.
The space widened abruptly into a chamber with a ceiling lost to shadows. Brandon came to an abrupt halt ahead. His flashlight beam had settled upon a symbol carved into living stone, etched deep with edges now worn smooth by passing years—a circled A intersecting three curved lines.
"The mark of the Temporal Oversight Agency." Brandon faced her, expression unreadable in the gloom. "We're in the right place after all." He ran a hand across the symbol, features tight. "Our ride out of here should be inside. If it is, we stand a fighting chance."
He pressed his palm hard upon the center of the carving and waited for the lock to scan his fingerprints. Only TOA personnel should be able to open it. But something was wrong. The lock didn't scan at all—it had been tampered with. With a groan of stone, a portion of the wall slid inward and aside. Harsh light spilled out and Judith blinked against its glare, raising her hand to guard her vision.
The opening revealed a small antechamber. It led to a metal door twice the height of a man, slightly ajar—and the shocked faces of two armed soldiers peering out.
Chapter 14
The massive door groaned open as the soldiers pushed their way out, training their pulse rifles on Judith and Brandon. Brandon spotted a Phoenix tattooed onto their necks. Shit. The Collective were here.
"Hey boys, I have a delivery of fine leather jackets for the Phoenix Collective," Brandon said in a jovial voice. "I'll just be needing a signature."
The two soldiers glanced at each other for a moment, then opened fire. But Brandon and Judith were already running for cover.
"Get down!" Brandon shouted to Judith. He dug into his pocket and took out a Nanotech grenade, flinging it without pause. A bright flash blinded Judith, energy beams searing the air—then silence.
She risked a glance up. The soldiers stared in shock at weapons melted to slag in their grip.
Brandon rushed the first soldier before he could react, slamming a fist into his solar plexus. The man doubled over with a grunt, falling to the floor.
The second soldier dropped the contorted remains of his rifle and swung at him. Brandon ducked the wild blow and landed an uppercut to his jaw. The soldier reeled back, off-balance.
Brandon pressed his advantage, pummeling the man with a series of body blows that forced him into the wall. The soldier slashed at him in desperation, gloved fingers turned to claws, but Brandon seized his wrist and twisted hard. Bones snapped. The soldier cried out in pain.
Using his elbow, Brandon delivered a heavy blow to the man's head, bouncing it off the wall. He slid down into a crumpled heap.
The first soldier had recovered his breath and charged, bellowing in rage. Brandon wheeled to meet him, trading vicious strikes that echoed through the cave. Judith flinched at the sounds of violence intensifying, pulse racing in her chest.
They broke apart, circling each other with murder gleaming in their eyes. The soldier rushed in again, fists whirling—but he was tiring, blows going wide while Brandon conserved his strength.
Spotting an opening, the soldier lunged. But Brandon stepped to the side and pulled his attacker off balance, viciously kicking the back of his knee. It buckled, sending him sprawling to the floor.
Brandon pounced, pinning the soldier's arms with his knees and seizing a handful of hair to yank his head back. He slammed the man's forehead into the unforgiving stone floor with a sickening crack.
The soldier sagged into unconsciousness. Blood welled from a split along his hairline, pooling on the floor.
Brandon rose slowly, chest heaving from exertion. He turned to check on Judith, knuckles scraped and shirt torn. Her eyes were wide and her mouth agape as she reeled from Brandon's brutal display of violence.
Judith stared at the incapacitated soldiers—one sprawled in his own blood and the other crumpled against the wall with a broken wrist. "Holy shit dude, you totally kicked their asses."
Brandon was too busy catching his breath to respond. After gulping down some air, he grabbed the unconscious soldier's arms. "Help me deal with these bozos."
Judith hurried to his side. Together they dragged them into the heart of the cave. One by one, Brandon hoisted each injured man onto his shoulder and carried him outside. They hogtied the soldiers onto their two horses. Judith gave each horse a firm slap on their hindquarters and they raced off into the night.
Brandon watched them go. "Hopefully they'll find their way back to the ranch. I hate to send that trash back to the rancher along with his horses, but he seemed the capable type."
Then they went back into the antechamber and crept through the large metal door.
They found themselves in a large, open underground bunker. Thankfully, there were no more soldiers inside. Brandon closed and locked the large metal door behind them.
"I guess there are more of these guys in 2023 than just Luke," Brandon said.
"How did the Collective know about this place?" Judith asked.
Brandon frowned. "Great question. They shouldn't be here."
The inside of the bunker consisted of a large open hangar with a ceiling so high it was lost to darkness. Sitting in the middle of the hangar was a sleek, silvery aircraft. A strange orange glow surrounded the fuselage.
Her gaze traveled over the sleek aircraft dominating the space, shadows flickering across its metallic hull. "You said this had been sitting here since the 17th century. This looks… new."
"The stasis field preserved it perfectly." Brandon's eyes gleamed with fragile hope rekindled. "If it functions, then we're good to go."
He went to a control panel on the side of the hangar and disabled the stasis field. Then, he climbed into the aircraft. Judith peered inside. It was surprisingly spacious. Behind the cockpit was a small living area with a table and two bed bunks, and… "Hey is that a shower?" Judith asked with excitement.
"Not exactly. That's a decontamination chamber," Brandon explained. "Mostly for pathogen control. We don't want to spread diseases to populations who haven't had exposure to them yet."
"Right. That would be a disaster.".
Judith ran her hands over Hope's Wings' sleek hull in wonder. "This is incredible. It's unlike anything I've ever seen."
Brandon flashed her a wry smile. "What, you expected patchwork and rust held together by duct tape?" He grinned at her snort of laughter, the tension of the past few days receding for a moment.
"No, there was still a small part of me that thought you might be insane—this is a much better surprise." So..." Her voice held a teasing lilt. "Are we escaping 2023 in this beauty, or did you bring me all the way out here just to show off your mancave?"
Brandon flashed her a roguish grin. "Your wish is my command. Though I should warn you, where we're going is far more dangerous than my mancave."
"Promises, promises."
Final preparations made, Brandon tried to power up the craft, holding his breath until it hummed to life. A smile broke across his face as systems awoke, responding as if mere days had passed instead of centuries. "We're getting out of here."
Judith returned his smile. A jolt of excitement and nervousness made Judith's head swim. It felt like she was on a movie set. She couldn't quite believe she was really about to time travel. "We should give this aircraft a name!"
"It does have a name," Brandon said with a serious expression. "It's the XR950."
Judith gagged. "No, yuck—a proper name."
Brandon sighed in feigned annoyance. "Fine, if it's so important to you, name the damned thing."
Judith tapped her finger to her lips, eyes dancing with mischief. "Let's see… how about the USS Enterprise?"
Brandon snorted. "Copyrighted, and a bit cliche. Try again."
"Brandon's Bodacious Battleship?" She batted her eyes innocently at his withering look.
"Well, future man, tell me more about how we actually travel through time then. Is this plane a time machine like the delorean in Back to the Future?
"Oh shit, I love that old movie," Brandon exclaimed. "A 20th-century classic. But sadly no, it's a bit more complicated than that."
"Well, I'm listening."
"I'll try to make it simple," Brandon said, thinking for a minute. "Okay. In my time, we've discovered that time portals appear randomly in the sky. They've always been there, but they're invisible to the naked eye."
"How do you find them then?" Judith asked.
"We developed the means to see portals, but we needed AI to find and manage all of them. Aeon finds and tracks them. There are hundreds appearing and disappearing randomly all the time, although some are more stable than others. Only Aeon knows exactly where all the portals are, where each portal goes, and can continuously calculate the changing temporal effects of interference in each time period. No human brain could handle that sort of cognitive load."
"Aeon? You mean the robot who wants to kill me?"
"Well, technically he's not a robot because he doesn't have a body…"
"Okay, let's not get hung up on semantics right now," Judith cut in. "So, Aeon the AI is running the show—got it. Tell me more about how the time portals work."
Brandon nodded before continuing. "After entering a portal, Temporal Anchors are the only way to return because portals are a one-way street and you can't go back through them. Your portal entry time is recorded and frozen in the Temporal Anchor, which must be ejected close to a portal to work."
"What's a Temporal Anchor exactly? Some sort of gadget?" Judith asked with a puzzled frown.
"More like an explosive device that you eject right before entering the portal. This aircraft has a bunch of them in fact."
"So it's a time bomb?"
"Not really a bomb, but that's a good way of putting it. Just let me finish and you'll get it," Brandon said impatiently. "The Temporal Anchor is linked to this." Brandon lifted his arm to reveal his sparkling bracelet. "You call it 'bling', but we call it a TimeChain. Activating the TimeChain will cause the Temporal Anchor to detonate and expand into another portal called an exit doorway: a one-way ticket back to where you came from. You've got to hurry though—the exit doorway only stays open for a few minutes at most. The Temporal Anchor will then be spent and cannot be reused."
Judith nodded in understanding. "Okay, your time bracelet thingie opens a portal back to the future—I get it. So why do we need this aircraft then?" Judith asked. "We could have activated your bracelet back in Chicago and saved going on this whole road trip."
Brandon smiled. "Well, you can activate a TimeChain anywhere, but the safety protocol is to activate it in the upper atmosphere. Firstly, you want to avoid a mess. An exit doorway activated at sea level will displace all matter around it when it opens. One wouldn't want to destroy a building, for example, or pull chunks of earth and rubble back through to the other side, where they will fall like missiles to the ground. Secondly, Temporal Anchors are always ejected high up because they only work close to the portal…"
"So, you can safely assume that you'll be falling to your death when going through the exit doorway without an airplane," Judith finished Brandon's sentence. She barked out a laugh. "I just realized—your chain pulls you back to your anchor! Clever. Whoever named those gadgets deserves a raise."
Brandon chuckled with her. "Oh, one more thing. When you go through the exit doorway, you will arrive at the exact time and place recorded by your linked Temporal Anchor. In other words, you'll arrive at the same moment that you left." As Brandon explained this, he started to frown.
"What's wrong?" Judith said, noticing Brandon's dour expression.
"When I left 2123, the Phoenix Collective was blowing up my team. And that's the exact moment we'll be returning to."
"Shit. What are we going to do?" Judith asked.
Brandon's expression remained serious. "Judith, I'll need your help. I'm going to give you a quick training session on the weapons system. We're going to encounter some strong resistance on re-entry and I need you to blast those motherfuckers out of the sky."
"Are you serious?" Judith started to look panicked.
"Relax—you'll do great. It's mostly automated anyway. I have to focus on the flying part though, so I'll need you to be on weapons."
Judith was a fast learner and she soon figured out which buttons she needed to push to kill the bad guys. "Okay, buckle in—it's time to fly," Brandon said. They strapped in and Brandon pulled back the throttle to initiate a vertical ascent.
"How is this thing fueled—should we stop by a gas station on the way out?" Judith asked as they rose.
"Solar panels built into the skin of the hull. We'll never have to worry about refueling as long as there is sunlight. Bodacious, right?" Brandon grinned as Judith rolled her eyes.
The bunker ceiling yawned open at their approach, secret doors sliding apart to reveal the night sky. Stars dazzled against an inky canvas, the Tetons' snow-capped peaks gleaming in the moonlight.
"I'll call her Hope's Wings," Judith suddenly declared.
Brandon glanced at her and flashed a smile. "Hope's Wings… that's perfect."
◆◆◆
They soared up into the night, twin souls fleeing into a future nestled somewhere among the stars scattered upon eternity's shore. Judith gazed at those distant glimmers of light and thought of how small humanity was, lives fragile as moths blindly seeking solace in a flame.
When they were high enough, Brandon twisted his TimeChain in the unique gesture required to activate it. Alarms shrieked a warning as the exit doorway appeared on the HUD. The HUD was an augmented-reality display—a large version of Brandon's Neural Visor. Although invisible to the naked eye, the exit doorway was visible on the HUD as a crackling, glowing sphere.
Judith gasped as the exit doorway bloomed open. "It's beautiful."
Then Hope's Wings tore through the doorway, the air shimmered around them, and the peaceful night was shattered as they were rocked violently by a nearby explosion. Their vision was obscured as some sort of fabric draped itself around Hope's Wings' nose.
"Oh shit," Brandon exclaimed. "It's my parachute. I released it before I entered the portal." As expected, they had arrived at the exact moment that Brandon had left. Brandon yanked on the throttle to send Hope's Wings into a spin. The parachute flew off, billowing away into the night.
A swarm of hostile craft moved to intercept their advance.
Brandon pulled the throttle hard right as plasma cannons fired in tandem. "Hold on!" he shouted, spinning them out of the plasma bolts' path.
Hope's Wings plunged into chaos, buffeted by turbulence at each evasive roll.
"Take the cannons." Brandon's gaze was fixed ahead, hands fighting the controls. "Nice and easy, just like I showed you. I'll keep us flying if you can clear some room."
Judith threw herself into the task, tracking targets moving at dizzying speeds. She seized the weapons console to steady herself, eyes wide at the enemy crafts that swarmed like locusts against the stars.
A burst of pulse-cannon fire glanced off their hull, rattling the craft. Brandon spun and climbed sharply, accelerating out of range. Judith locked onto the nearest attackers and launched a volley of missiles in reply.
Fire bloomed and the battered crafts reeled away. Judith let out an excited whoop. But more moved in, bees defending a hive, plasma cannons scorching metal.
Brandon sent them into a barrel roll, momentum pinning Judith to her seat. The world outside spun dizzily—then righted as they soared free, the enemy's cannons searing empty air. Her heart raced with purpose now, all thought consumed by the demands of combat.
Judith targeted the swarm's vanguard, tracking their swift approach. "Firing!" Annihilating light leapt out, missiles pounding craft to fiery dust. But still they came.
A warning shrieked as cannon-fire grazed their wing, dragging them back. Brandon spun Hope's Wings about and dove beneath her enemies, belly nearly scraping the snow-covered terrain. The world blurred into streaks of light and dark.
Brandon reversed thrust as Judith launched their last missiles at the closest enemies in hot pursuit. The swarm now scattered as they let Hope's Wings go and returned to guarding the portal.
Brandon hit the throttle and sent them streaking south at maximum speed. "That was some fine shooting, woman!" Brandon shouted.
Judith laughed. It felt so good to laugh. "That was the craziest thing I've ever done!" Judith shouted, adrenaline coursing through her veins.
"Welcome to 2123. It's about to get a lot crazier."
Chapter 15
Brandon reached for the radio console, his fingers dancing across the touchscreen controls. With a deep breath, he pressed the transmit button and sent a signal. "TOA high command, this is Sergeant Dutch, over. Please respond."
His voice was steady, masking the turmoil within. Brandon knew he had to deceive them, to protect Judith from the Temporal Oversight Agency's kill order. He couldn't let them discover her true identity.
Static crackled through the speakers, and the tension in the cabin heightened. Brandon's heart pounded in his chest as he waited for a response. A chilling silence filled the airwaves. The radio remained eerily silent, no voice responding from TOA high command.
Brandon activated the comms again, dread pooling in his gut. "TOA high command, this is Sergeant Dutch—please respond, over."
Judith glanced at him, brow furrowed. "What's happening?"
He shook his head, a warning in his eyes. The comms were not secure.
Finally, the radio sparked to life. "Sergeant Dutch, this is Captain Lee. Do you copy?"
Relief flooded through him at the familiar voice. Captain Michelle Lee, a respected and experienced leader within the TOA, was Brandon's Commanding Officer. He respected Captain Lee's no-nonsense approach. She was the type of person who demanded the best from her team and was not afraid to take risks when necessary.
"Captain! Good to hear your voice. Comms are down—tried contacting command but couldn't get through."
"Likewise. We have a situation, Sergeant Dutch." Her tone was grim. "Aeon's mainframe has been destroyed as a result of the Phoenix Collective attack. The redundant systems are spooling up and we're trying to restore a backup, but it will take some time.  Aeon is currently down so we're flying blind."
Brandon stared at the radio in shock. He had hoped to carefully question Aeon to find a way to stop Zero without killing Judith. Now his one thread of hope was severed—and Judith's fate now balanced upon a blade's edge. "Captain, the mission to 2023… it was a failure. My entire fireteam was lost. The target was acquired by a sizable Phoenix Collective force before intercept. I'm the only one who made it back." He held his breath, praying she'd believe the lie.
Silence stretched between them, seconds fraying into eternity. The speakers crackled to life. "Understood, Sergeant." Captain Lee took an audible breath, then continued speaking. "I'm sorry about your team, but I'm glad you're still with us, soldier. Aeon is unavailable to consult so we'll have to come up with another plan ourselves—proceed to Houston base for debriefing immediately."
His heart sank at her words. To take Judith to the TOA now was to sign her death warrant. But without Aeon, what choice remained?
Captain Lee's voice sharpened. "Do you copy, Captain Dutch?"
"Affirmative." His gaze locked onto Judith, a silent plea for forgiveness. "En route now. Dutch out."
He cut the connection before his roiling emotions could betray the lie. Judith leaned forward, "Brandon, If the TOA finds out I'm here, they'll kill me."
"I know Judith—I'm not going to let that happen." Brandon said resolutely. "For now, I'm going to set a course for Houston so we don't arouse any suspicions."
Hope leapt within her at his words. Judith clasped his hand, anchor in an unfamiliar time and place. "Where are we right now?" Judith asked.
"We're in the Yukon, Canada. Flight time should be about five hours on autopilot." Brandon rubbed his eyes, his expression strained. "I'm going to try get some rest in the bunk and come up with a plan. Let me know if any lights start flashing on this console. Come get me in an hour, then you can have a turn to rest."
Judith squeezed his hand and nodded.
Brandon headed into the back and settled into the narrow bunk, exhaustion seeping into his bones. The adrenaline of their escape had faded, leaving him drained. But sleep evaded him, mind churning with fears of what awaited in Houston.
He closed his eyes, willing his thoughts to slow. The bunk's familiar sway and engine's thrum lulled him at last into a fitful dream.
He wandered the snow-encrusted Yukon landscape, searching for survivors. The bodies of his teammates littered the ground, spilled from the portal above like broken dolls. Guilt and grief tore at him, specters of the men he'd failed to save.
A scream echoed from the nearby forest, high and terrified. Judith. Brandon ran toward it, stumbling through snow drifts as her cries intensified.
He found her at last, pinned beneath a fallen tree. Judith struggled in vain, tears streaking her face. "Brandon, help me!"
He tried heaving the tree trunk aside, ignoring the blaze of pain in his arms, but it was too heavy. Frantically, he dug into the snow beneath Judith, fingers burning with cold. After what seemed an age, he wrenched her free, scooping her into his arms.
But when he gazed down at her face, it was not Judith he held. It was a black-eyed abomination. Pale fingers turned to claws, ripping into his chest, as familiar features melted into a shrieking nightmare beast. His blood painted the snow red as he struggled to break free of its teeth and claws.
◆◆◆
As Brandon slept restlessly, Judith discovered a news feed on one of the displays in Hope's Wings' cockpit.
Judith watched the news in growing horror. Images of ruined cities and rubble-strewn streets flickered across the display, a grim mosaic of destruction wrought in Zero's wake. The news anchors spoke of attacks coordinated worldwide, death tolls rising with each update.
Her stomach churned at the wanton violence, the casualties who had been people living ordinary lives mere hours before. All this chaos unleashed simply due to her existence—or rather, the future threat locked within her veins.
Guilt gnawed at her, inescapable as the images of suffering that poured forth without end. She gripped the armrests as if their solidity alone could steady the foundations of a future world now crumbling into ash and dust.
So much senseless death. And for what—in protest against government overreach? Has life become so cheap in this nightmare future?
Her nails dug into the armrests, anger and anguish in equal measure. How many more must die to satisfy Zero's agenda?
She tore her eyes from the news display, pulse racing with sorrow… and with something else. Beneath the sadness, Judith felt a light-headed sense of unimaginable power pulsing in her very DNA. She could undo the past—she could prevent this future from ever happening. And the simplest way would be to sacrifice her life to save millions.
But, at that thought, her mind recoiled in terror. More than anything, Judith wanted to live. She had to try everything she could think of before even considering this terrible last measure. And she needed Brandon to show her what paths were still waiting to be explored.
◆◆◆
Brandon jolted awake, heart pounding. The nightmare abruptly fell away, replaced by the bunk's dim lighting and instruments humming softly around him.
Judith turned from the co-pilot's seat, brow knitted in concern. "Another nightmare?" Her voice was gentle, chasing the lingering terror from his mind.
He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and exhaled, steadied by her presence. "It's nothing. I'm alright."
She walked over. "Get some more rest. I can keep watch for longer—I'm not tired at all."
As he looked into Judith's concerned eyes, Brandon made his choice. He had to keep Judith away from the TOA. And the only way to do that was to find another time portal and buy them some time. Time to breathe.
Brandon sprung out of the bunk. "No, I'm done sleeping. I've got an idea," he said. Brandon sat in the pilot's chair and pulled up a status display of their inventory.
He nodded. "Perfect—we've got a full complement of Temporal Anchors and TimeChains aboard. But, we're all out of missiles after our battle with the Collective. Hopefully, we won't need any more ammunition."
Brandon swiped on another display and a map of Earth's continents appeared on the HUD.
"Now that we're connected to the wireless TOA global network, the coordinates of all last-known time portals are available on Hope's Wings' HUD. But they aren't being updated now that Aeon is down. Let's head to one that's close by and buy some time while we figure out what to do next."
Judith looked thoughtful. "Is that the only way we can avoid the TOA?"
"In this time period, yeah. They'd find us wherever we went… but not whenever. Only Aeon can authorize time-travel expeditions, so the TOA wouldn't follow us into a portal without Aeon's blessing." Brandon smiled sadly. "Sorry, I don't have any better ideas."
Judith shook her head. "That's okay, neither do I. Let's do it. Do you have any ideas on which time portal we should go for?"
"Yes I do. The Bermuda Triangle," Brandon said.
"You've got to be kidding," Judith said incredulously.
"Nope. Not kidding," said Brandon with a smile. "There is a huge portal there that I know about. It's the most stable time portal in existence and has been open the longest out of all of them—it's been around for thousands of years. There's almost zero chance it'll be closed by the time we get there."
"Do you know where the portal goes?" said Judith. "From what I've heard, people who get lost in the Bermuda Triangle never come back."
Brandon frowned. "No, unfortunately that information is classified. All I know is that the Bermuda Triangle is a no-fly zone. There's a lot of portal turbulence in that area, making it treacherous to traverse… the big one stays open but a lot of other portals open and close all the time around there… Judith, are you sure you want to do this?"
Judith bowed her head and thought for a moment before meeting Brandon's eyes with a fierce gaze. "Yes. Let's do it."
He nodded curtly and altered course, chest tight with defiance of orders that would seal his fate. The comms sprang to life within moments, Captain Lee's voice sharp. "Sergeant Dutch, what are you doing? Return your heading to Houston base immediately!"
"I'm sorry, Captain. I can't do that." Each word was leaden on his tongue, betrayal of trust between them now stretched nigh to breaking.
A beat of silence, fraught with censure left unvoiced. "Do not disobey direct orders, Sergeant. This will not look good for either of us." Her warning was an entreaty to turn aside before it was too late, to return within the fold once more.
But that life was lost to him. His purpose was now reshaped by a woman who gazed at displays of ruin with fierce sorrow in her eyes—and determination not to let it happen. His road was chosen.
He cut the connection without a word and accelerated Hope's Wings to maximum speed, pulse racing as warning klaxons blared. The TOA had scrambled fighter jets to intercept.
"That doesn't sound good," Judith said, alarmed. "Doesn't Hope's Wings have a cloaking device or something?"
Brandon's expression was grim. "Actually, we do have cloaking panels, but our transponder would give our position away. Being invisible isn't of much use in this time period."
They managed to outrun the TOA fighter jets until they were well off the Florida coast and nearing their destination. But the jets were built for speed and it was only a matter of time before they caught up. Suddenly, the jets were closing in swiftly.
The radio crackled. "Attention XR950. Alter your heading immediately or you will be fired upon. You do not have authorization for time travel. Repeat—you do not have authorization."
Judith glanced at him, questioning him with her eyes. He gave a nod, grip taut on the controls. They were committed now and there was no turning back…
"Hold on!" He yanked the craft into a sharp dive then twist as missiles streaked past, jolting them in their seats. The time portal loomed before them on the HUD, roiling and immense over the equally-vast ocean. Brandon had never seen such a big portal—they couldn't miss it if they'd tried.
The fighters were close behind, a hawk pursuing fleeing prey. But hawks could not follow where they were going.
He ejected a Temporal Anchor and slipped Hope's Wings into the time portal without looking back, surging ahead at breakneck speed, pulse racing with thrill of the unknown.
Chapter 16
In an instant, they were flying over an endless expanse of thick tropical jungle with no water in sight. "What the… where did the ocean go?" Brandon was confused.
Judith also looked baffled. "You tell me. Maybe the portal took us to a different place?"
"Impossible," Brandon said. "Time portals always spit you out in the exact same physical location, no matter the time period. Only exit doorways change location because they take you back to the Temporal Anchor from wherever you are."
He banked Hope's Wings and headed to a clearing in the greenery, nestled in a lush valley. "Let's find out where and when we've ended up."
Hope's Wings descended through an opening in the dense canopy, landing in the small clearing. Brandon powered down the engines. He turned to Judith, a solemn expression on his face.
"Judith, before we leave the aircraft, there's a protocol we need to follow. It's essential to use the decontamination shower to ensure we don't inadvertently introduce any foreign pathogens or contaminants into this time period."
Judith hesitated for a moment, glancing at the corner of the aircraft where a small chamber with transparent walls awaited. "Alright, better safe than sorry, I guess."
"Ladies first," Brandon said, motioning toward the decontamination shower.
Judith chuckled, a hint of playfulness in her eyes. "No peeking, okay?" She started to undress.
Brandon grinned, raising his hands in mock surrender. "Scout's honor. But, as a gentleman, I should probably let you know that you can leave your clothes on for this."
Judith swatted at Brandon. "Thanks for telling me that before I started to strip."
She entered the decontamination chamber, the transparent walls sealing shut behind her. A soft hum filled the space as a gentle mist enveloped her, soothing and warm.
When Judith emerged, Brandon took his turn in the decontamination shower. The mist enveloped him, and for a moment, he closed his eyes, contemplating the series of events that had led him to escaping to an unknown time period with a woman from the 21st century. A beautiful woman, he had to admit.
Protocol taken care of, Brandon popped the hatch. Dense heat and the roar of alien life assaulted his senses.
He climbed out and helped Judith down. They gazed around in wonder at the primeval world surrounding them.
Massive trees towered overhead, trunks as wide as houses, strangler vines snaking up towards the sunlight. Exotic flowers spilled crimson and violet over the undergrowth. In the distance, a river thundered through the valley.
The air was thick and humid, filled with the screeches of unknown creatures. Brandon's skin prickled. What ancient beasts stalked this land, rulers of a wild Earth absent of human life? Was this a time when dinosaurs ruled the planet?
Judith's hand found its way to Brandon's arm, gripping it with an urgency that caught his attention.
"What is it?" Brandon asked, following her gaze. His eyes widened as he looked up, following the line of Judith's outstretched arm.
High above them, nestled in the towering tree canopy, the remnants of a World War II-era plane was lodged among the branches. The skeletal plane appeared to defy gravity, its battered fuselage and tattered wings entangled in thick vines.
Judith's voice was hushed with awe. "I guess we're not the first ones to go through the Bermuda Triangle portal. Shocker."
Brandon squinted, taking in the surreal scene. "No kidding. I'm sure that guy wasn't the first and certainly won't be the last."
A bird-like creature with iridescent plumage soared through the canopy, its distant relatives as unfamiliar as the lush jungle surrounding them on all sides.
"It's beautiful," Judith breathed, eyes shining. "But where are we, really? Nothing seems familiar."
He rubbed the stubble on his chin, mind whirling. "There's only one way to find out." Finding a suitable stone on the ground, Brandon placed it into the dating analysis chamber onboard Hope's Wings. This chamber used a combination of radiocarbon dating, electron spin resonance, and thermoluminescence to determine what time period the rock fit into.
The results left no doubt. They weren't in the far past at all—the opposite in fact. While humanity lived and died and turned to dust, Earth had endured and evolved without them—150 million years into the future.
Continents had merged and reformed, oceans risen and receded. All traces of the world they knew were buried deep within the bones of the land.
Brandon and Judith walked a short distance from their aircraft, their senses overwhelmed by the alien vibrancy of this explosion of nature. "That explains why there's no ocean," Judith said. "The tectonic plates must have merged back into a single landmass."
Brandon nodded, looking unsettled.
This future had no place for them—this was a new forbidden Eden, paradise reborn.
Brandon turned to Judith. "I've heard some disturbing rumors about Earth in this time period. Let's get out of here. We don't belong in this world. Quickly, before they find us."
Judith was frightened by Brandon's sudden urgency. "Before who finds us? Brandon, what…"
A flash split the sky above the jungle. Brandon cried out as a beam of energy engulfed them, tugging him and Judith upwards with impossible speed.
The tangled greenery fell away. In seconds, they hung weightless among the stars.
Below, Earth gleamed like an emerald amid the inky black of space. Yet, they were floating within a metropolis of sleek silver buildings and walkways, strange craft flitting to and fro.
"Too late…" Brandon groaned.
Judith gripped Brandon's hand, pulse racing. They hung suspended in midair above the city, enclosed in a shimmering force field. At any moment they might plummet to their doom.
As incomprehensible as it was, the city appeared to be floating in orbit around Earth. Sleek vine-draped buildings lined paved streets, exotic greenery spilling from planters. Judith gazed upwards to see that the whole fantastical construct was sealed under a sprawling transparent dome. This was an unimaginable technological marvel engineered to survive the stars.
The force field in which they were suspended started to drift slowly down toward what appeared to be a town square surrounded by vibrant trees, their leaves shimmering with their own internal light. Judith was shocked into silence by the complete alienness of it all.
Most shocking of all were the city's inhabitants—gray-skinned creatures with oversized heads and spindly limbs. As they landed gently in the middle of the square, Judith noticed that one of these aliens appeared to be waiting for them. It peered at them through eyes that were huge, inscrutable pools in a hairless gray face. The being moved closer, walking with a smooth, flowing gait. It was joined by another of its kind, studying their strange visitors with unnerving intensity.
Judith could feel Brandon tense up. She glanced at his face to see an expression of utter terror.
The alien who approached them paused outside their force field, and reached out a spindly finger to touch it. It popped like a soap bubble. Warm, fragrant air rushed in. Judith braced herself for an onslaught of brash, city sounds. But, it was surprisingly quiet—all they heard was the rustling of leaves.
Then, the alien's thin mouth quirked in a parody of a smile. Both Judith and Brandon heard a voice—affable and warm, but stilted. "Greetings. I am called…" The name was an incomprehensible jumble of sounds. But, bizarrely, the alien's mouth never moved—this greeting was projected into their heads.
Accompanying the words was an overwhelmingly unfamiliar feeling, as if the alien's emotional response was being transmitted into their brains as well. These aliens communicated without words, a storm of telepathic thoughts that hissed and crackled at the edge of Brandon and Judith's perception.
Brandon just stared at the gray face before them, openly hostile. But Judith tried to be polite. "I, er… didn't quite catch your name. Do you mind if we call you… Bob?"
Brandon turned to Judith and whispered. "Bob? Seriously?"
"Bob… is acceptable," the alien broadcast into their minds.
Brandon continued to whisper loudly at Judith, his breath hot on her face. "Judith, I've heard rumors about these guys. You have no idea who you're dealing with here."
Triggered by Brandon's words, a sequence of images flashed through Judith's mind intended to impart knowledge through nonverbal communication. In an instant, she understood. These were evolved humans that had mastered interstellar travel, their bodies adapted to survive in airless space. They had built a utopia of technology harmonized with nature. They were as far removed from humanity as Homo sapiens had been from the first primordial hominids—yet for all their radical evolution, a familiar spark of human consciousness still dwelled behind those oversized eyes.
Brandon was looking at Judith in alarm. "What just happened? Your eyes…"
Ignoring Brandon, Judith continued her conversation with Bob using crude words. "We're Brandon and Judith. How did we get here?"
"You were transported via matter conduit from the surface," Bob replied. "Your unauthorized time travel activated our defense systems. We have strict laws regulating such technology."
"We came from the year 2123," Judith said.
Bob's dark eyes gleamed. "Ah, primitive temporals. Your era is a cautionary tale of humanity's hubris run rampant."
"What is this place?" Judith asked.
"You stand in Neo Atlantis, capital city of our interstellar federation. We are Homo futurus, evolved to inhabit deep space. The entire planet Earth is now a nature preserve."
Judith peered at the planet below, swathed in clouds. "It's beautiful."
Bob nodded. "We strive to undo the sins of ancestors who despoiled its lands. But this city is our home now." His tone hardened. "Regretfully, you are not welcome here. Your era nearly destroyed Earth's biosphere, forcing us to flee to the stars. Yet, when we returned, we could no longer inhabit the Earth."
Brandon bristled at his judgmental stance. "So why bring us here at all?"
"Curiosity." That disturbing smile again. "You are no threat to us. Nor are you a threat to the future timestream. All time travel from this time point onwards is automatically blocked by our timewall technology. "
"So we're just a couple of ants to you? A scientific curiosity? Then get on with it and fucking probe us and imprison us in your ant farm," Brandon spat.
Judith whispered to Brandon. "What's the matter with you? Why are you being so hostile?"
She felt Brandon's hot breath on her cheek as he whispered back. "I've been trying to tell you I've heard rumors about this place. Anyone the TOA has ever sent to this time, or beyond, never returns. I'm sorry Judith, I don't have access to the TOA's long list of prohibited time zones otherwise I'd never have brought you here."
In their heads, Bob sighed. "Very well. I offer two choices: claim refugee status and live in our sanctuary for wayward temporals, or return immediately to your proper time. You may be forbidden from the future—but the past still belongs to you."
Judith smiled prettily. "See, it's okay Brandon. Bob is a really cool guy. I think we should accept his kind offer to leave."
Brandon nodded gratefully and took Judith's hand, pulse racing. He had no idea why "Bob" was letting them go free, but the thought of being an orphaned time traveler in a future so foreign was horrifying.
"We'll go back," Brandon said.
Bob inclined his massive head. "So be it. But heed this warning—any who follow in your path will be quarantined to safeguard our timeline's integrity." Bob paused and his uncanny smile returned as he gazed at Judith. "Young lady, it was a pleasure..."
There was a flash, and the floating city vanished. Brandon and Judith found themselves back in Hope's Wings, flying through the sky with the Bermuda Triangle portal looming below.
"Woah, looks like Bob sent us back to 2123 without us even activating our TimeChain and Anchor," Brandon said in surprise. Then he gave Judith a sly smile. "You know, I think he was sweet on you."
But they didn't have time to marvel over Bob's superior command over the space-time continuum or his inexplicable affection for Judith.
The TOA fighters that had tried to blast them from the skies before they left were back. They had spotted where Hope's Wings had reappeared, seemingly from nowhere, and were performing a turning maneuver to get Hope's Wings back in their sights.
"They've got a missile lock on us!" Judith cried.
Chapter 17
Brandon swore under his breath. He opened a channel to the lead pilot. "This is Hope's Wings. We surrender. Do not engage weapons."
There was a tense pause. Then: "Hope's Wings, prepare to be escorted to Houston base. Any deviation from our course will be seen as an act of hostility and you will be fired upon. Do you comply?"
"We comply," Brandon said wearily. The fighters slid into flanking positions, herding them back west.
The radio crackled. "Sergeant Dutch, report." It was Captain Lee.
"This is Sergeant Dutch. We're returning to Houston, as ordered, Captain."
"Explain yourself. You directly disobeyed orders and engaged in prohibited time travel. Do you realize the damage you could have caused?"
Brandon sat straighter in his chair. "I take full responsibility for my actions, Captain. My struggle with the loss of my team has been… impacting my judgment lately. I thought I had it under control, but clearly that's not the case. No excuses. I screwed up, and I'm ready to face the consequences."
Lee's voice softened. "Get help, Brandon. That's an order. We need you at your best, but right now you're a danger to yourself and others." She sighed, "We'll decide disciplinary measures once you've returned and started treatment."
"Thank you, Captain."
"One more thing Sergeant—how the hell did you get away from Neo Atlantis? Just about every TOA operative we've sent there gets imprisoned in their damn sanctuary."
"Oh you know about that place? I'd only heard rumors before I saw it for myself. I can't really explain it, Captain. One of the Grays told me that the 'past still belongs to me', then sent me back here with some kind of teleportation voodoo magic."
Captain Michelle Lee uttered a grunt of disbelief. But all she said was, "Interesting. Well, I'll hear more about it in your debriefing. Over and out."
"Over and out."
Brandon gave Judith a look laden with guilt. "I feel terrible about lying to her. I mean, it's true that my mental health hasn't been the best, but Michelle is a good person."
Judith's face was pale. "That may be so, but Brandon—we're right back where we started. Once the TOA discovers you've smuggled me aboard…"
Brandon sighed. "I know. But picking a portal at random is too dangerous. We almost got trapped 150 million years in the future. Thank you, by the way. If you hadn't hit it off with Bob…"
Judith flashed a brief smile then nodded somberly, looking thoughtful. "What do you think Bob meant when he said 'they could no longer inhabit the Earth'?"
Brandon's smile was bittersweet. "Ironic, isn't it? Bob's people rejuvenated the Earth and turned it into a paradise, but not before those future humans had evolved to live in deep space. If they stepped foot on the planet, its gravity would crush their fragile bones."
Judith shook her head. "Shit—that's messed up."
The radio crackled to life once more. It was Captain Lee again, her tone urgent.
"Sergeant Dutch, change of plans. The Phoenix Collective continues to attack relentlessly. We've lost ground across multiple fronts. I have to evacuate our main New Zealand base. I'm redirecting all air forces." She sighed, her ragged voice evidence of sleepless nights battling to save the TOA.
Hope's Wings shuddered as they encountered some turbulence. Judith glanced outside to see they were now flying through a bank of slate-gray clouds. A gathering storm. Then Judith saw their escort suddenly peeling away. Judith watched them soar away in relief.
Captain Lee continued to speak. "Before Aeon went offline, he gave us an alternative course of action in case the elimination of Judith Jameson failed." Brandon looked at Judith in alarm.
"Brandon, we're getting desperate. I'm going to go ahead with Plan B and I need your help to do it. There'll be more collateral damage this way, but we have no choice. This is your chance to redeem yourself, Sergeant."
Brandon tried to keep his voice steady. "What exactly is the backup plan, Captain?"
"You're to fly to a portal over Japan immediately. I'll send a team of marine reinforcements to assist you as soon as I can…"
A deafening peal of thunder cut off Captain Lee's voice and Hope's Wings rocked violently. A warning klaxon blared as the HUD displayed a crackling orb expanding rapidly before them. A portal, opening right before their eyes. They were too close to avoid flying into it. The portal engulfed them before Brandon had a chance to eject a Temporal Anchor.
A storm continued to rage about them as they emerged from the portal, buffeting Hope's Wings with howling winds. Visibility was nil, instruments barely functioning—they were flying blind.
Brandon fought to keep the craft level, scanning for any landmark to get their bearings. At last a stretch of sandy beach appeared through the sheets of rain. He aimed for it and landed them with a jolt, pulse racing.
"Well, that was fun. Now I can see why the Bermuda Triangle is a no-fly zone," Brandon said.
"Are we stuck here?" Judith asked.
Brandon thought for a minute. "No, I don't think so. When Bob sent us back to 2123, he didn't activate our Temporal Anchor. Which means it's still intact! I have my TimeChain right here. Brandon wriggled his wrist to make the bracelet-like tech sparkle in the cabin lights. "The question is—do we want to go back?"
Judith suddenly felt sick to her stomach at the thought. "Honestly? I don't. Brandon, that Plan B mission in Japan—it didn't sound good."
"I agree, Captain Lee said that Plan B would cause more collateral damage—that didn't sound good at all. Well, excuse the pun, we have all the time in the world. We can come up with a plan and return to 2123 anytime we want to. The Anchor will ensure we arrive at the exact same time we left. Let's at least see where we are before we decide anything," Brandon suggested. "Maybe we won't want to stick around if it's bad."
Judith nodded in agreement, hoping they hadn't returned to the far-flung future where they weren't welcome.
◆◆◆
The storm abated, revealing an idyllic coastline.
Judith stared through the cockpit windshield in awe. The beach stretched as far as the eye could see, pristine white sand edged by emerald jungle. Gentle waves lapped at the shore, azure water crystalline and inviting. Tall palm trees swayed in the breeze, fronds rustling a languid refrain.
"Well, this doesn't look like a shithole," Judith said with a grin.
"Let's check it out—do you want to shower first, or should I?"
After they had both been suffused in decontamination mist, they stepped outside.
Judith breathed in deeply. There was an unspoiled quality to the place, as if no human foot had trod this shore—a paradise caught outside of time. Brightly colored birds flitted through the canopy, strange calls echoing in the stillness. The air was thick and humid, rich with the scents of greenery and salt and earth. But everything looked familiar—there wasn't that sense of alienness that pervaded the rejuvenated Earth 150 million years from now.
Judith glanced at Brandon, eyes bright. "Where—or when—are we this time?"
Brandon bent down and scooped up a pebble from the beach. "You know the drill. I'll be right back," he said, climbing onboard Hope's Wings to run some dating tests to confirm their location in time.
The results were encouraging. The rock was dated around 500 AD. Logically, then, based on their last-known position in the Bermuda Triangle, they were somewhere in the Maya region of Pre-Columbian America.
Judith was glad that Brandon had insisted on using the decontamination shower. The Spanish were due to arrive much later to colonize this area. They would bring diseases that will wipe out most of the indigenous population. Judith didn't want to be responsible for starting that particular genocide off early. It was bad enough that her genetics were responsible for the death of three million people.
Judith leaned back against the hull, gazing at the ocean and pristine jungle. "I've never seen a place more beautiful." Her smile held wonder and relief in equal measure.
Brandon gauged the position of the sun in the sky. It was getting late. "Let's explore in the morning. I'm ready to eat some rations and get some sleep. I call top bunk!"
◆◆◆
The early-morning sun gleamed golden on the horizon as they set out along the beach, keen to discover what lay beyond their landing site. After the beach ended at a rocky promenade, they trekked through dense jungle, eventually emerging onto a rocky cliff overlooking the turquoise sea. In the distance rose another shore, visible across the waves.
Brandon pointed. "We're on an island. We must be off the coast of the mainland."
"Everything points to this being Cozumel Island." Judith sat back, gazing out at the sea. "A Mayan trading hub, if I recall. But we seem to be alone here now."
Brandon nodded. "We may have arrived before any people populated this place."
They made camp as the sun dipped low, the day's adventures etched into memory. Judith sorted supplies as Brandon attempted to fish in the shallows. When he returned empty-handed, she looked up with a smile.
"Don't worry. We'll find food. And we still have plenty of rations." Her optimism was a balm, fears and worries fading in her presence. They dined on ration packs and watched night blanket the land, a velvet cloak studded with stars. They lay in Hope's Wings' bunk beds with the door open, allowing the rich, pungent night air to flow through the craft.
A warm breeze sighed through the palms as the dark deepened, carrying the faint refrain of insects awakened with the coming of moonlight. The sea gleamed faintly beneath that orb's pale glow, its ceaseless rhythm lulling them to sleep.
Over the next few days they explored further.
The island seemed uninhabited save for birds and small creatures, a paradise untouched by civilization. With each day their tension eased.
◆◆◆
The weeks passed.
A sense of peace pervaded their days, the war between the TOA and Phoenix Collective now relics of another lifetime left behind. By some unspoken agreement, they avoided any talk of returning to 2123. The peace was a balm. Here none pursued or passed judgment—they simply were, adrift outside of time.
Here and now were all that mattered; each moment a new discovery in this land where past nor future held no meaning. They wandered the beach for hours, losing track of all beyond their island haven.
When the nights fell, the sky ignited with a million stars, a glittering tapestry flung across the heavens. The bright moon danced upon the waves, its reflection caught in shards of quicksilver.
Under this tapestry of stars, Brandon and Judith talked for hours by the fire each night, confiding the hidden side of themselves, and forging a deep connection that surprised them both.
There was magic in this place, wonder caught within each dawn. And there was healing. With each day, Brandon's demons retreated. Life's colors were renewed by slow degrees with the rising and setting of the sun.
Life was pared to simple moments, conversations often wordless but understood nonetheless. Judith's smiles were sunlight through the canopy, her laughter driving the shadows out of Brandon's soul. He knew, without a doubt, that he had fallen in love.
◆◆◆
They ate what they could, scavenging fruits and fishing. They tried to snare the island's small animals, but with little success.
After a few more weeks, supplies dwindled, hunger now companion to joy. Hunger gnawed at their insides, rations now dwindled to scraps. Brandon hated to break their unspoken agreement, but what choice did they have? "Judith, we need food. We've scavenged all we can at this point. Maybe it's time…"
Judith gazed at the distant shore of the mainland, so close yet out of reach. "I'm sure the mainland has bigger game, more fruit—something more than this island provides. Can we fly Hope's Wings over there?"
Brandon shook his head. "I don't want to risk it. There are probably indigenous people living over there. If they see Hope's Wings, then it's over. Her cloaking panels are more like camouflage—they won't make Hope's Wings completely invisible."
"You're worried about contaminating the timeline with advanced technology?" Judith asked.
"Actually, I'm more worried about showing up in the historical record. Aeon is really good at detecting temporal anomalies. The TOA would be on us immediately." Brandon gently took Judith's hand into his own.
"Then, what we have here will be over," he said softly looking into her eyes.
Judith gazed into Brandon's eyes and gave a shy nod, trying to hide her blush. "Okay, let's build a raft then. The channel doesn't look too rough."
"No, it doesn't. Might be a long paddle, but I'm up for it."
Judith touched his arm, hesitant. "Brandon… thank you."
He squeezed her hand. "I want this too."
They scavenged the jungle and beach, gathering wood and vines to lash together a makeshift raft. The work was slow but gave purpose beyond the gnawing in their bellies. By late afternoon their craft was ready—crude yet seaworthy.
Brandon eyed the horizon, judging the winds. "We'll go at first light, before the channel gets choppy. We'll spend a day over there gathering supplies then head back early the next morning when the sea is calm."
At dawn, they launched the raft, paddling steadily toward their goal. The sun lifted over the sea, spilling gold across the waves as unfamiliar birds wheeled and called above. It was a lot further than they thought, and despite wearing hats improvised out of palm-tree fronds, both Brandon and Judith got horribly sunburned.
Fortunately, despite the monotony and exhaustion from paddling all day, the sea was as smooth as glass, and they eventually made it. Brandon scanned the approaching shore, alert for any sign of danger. But the beach appeared deserted, and they soon glided onto the white sand without incident.
Judith sighed in relief. "We did it. Good paddling, sailor." Her joyful smile was brighter than the dawn.
He returned her smile, pulse skipping a beat at sunlight caught within her eyes. "Hey, I take offense to being called a sailor—I'm in the Marine Corps, not the Navy."
She playfully stuck out her tongue and gave a mock salute. "Yes, sir!"
Brandon hid their raft amongst some rocks to shield it from any prying eyes. It was their only ride back to Cozumel and he wanted to make sure it was still there when they returned.
The unexplored jungle loomed before them, full of shadow and mystery ripe with the promise of discovery. As if on cue, the guttural howl of a jaguar punctuated the scene. Unease prickled Brandon's neck at the thought of these magnificent, but deadly, cats prowling through the dense greenery. But hunger overcame hesitation, and with careful footsteps, they ventured under the canopy, searching for anything to sate their hunger.
Before long they found a tree heavy with fruit nestled in a clearing of sorts. Sweet nectar and juices dripped down their chins as they ate their fill. Strength and purpose flooded through Brandon's limbs once more.
Judith twirled beneath the sun-dappled foliage, cares and fears now left behind. He watched in wonder at her unguarded joy, this chance to glimpse her soul laid bare beneath the sun—and knew in that moment paradise was any place she wandered, with laughter echoing among the trees.
Suddenly, a rustle came from the bushes, muted voices in an unknown tongue. Before they could react, figures leapt out, spears leveled at their heads.
Brandon lifted his hands slowly, cursing himself for venturing into unknown territory with his guard down. A dozen warriors surrounded them with calculated precision, expressions unreadable on their tattooed faces. Their bodies were adorned with vibrant red and black body paint featuring symbolic patterns. Their heads were crowned with headdresses made of colorful bird feathers, and their earlobes were stretched by jade plugs that glinted in the filtered sunlight.
Their leader stepped forward, his higher-ranking status evident from the jade and shell ornaments adorning his headdress and chest. He barked words that were incomprehensible, yet unmistakably hostile. As the leader spat at him, Brandon couldn't help but notice that one of his front teeth was stained red and sat crooked in his mouth. He silently named the leader "Crooked Tooth" in his mind.
He glanced at Judith, heart pounding. His Neural Visor might translate… but when he reached into his pocket and tried to wear it, Crooked Tooth snatched it away with a snarl.
His eyes locked onto Crooked Tooth, fingers itching to act. As the man examined the Neural Visor curiously, Brandon lunged forward, reaching to snatch it from his grasp.
In an instant spears were leveled at his throat, warriors moving with serpentine speed. Crooked Tooth snarled, face contorted in rage at this act of defiance. Brandon froze in place, pulse hammering.
Crooked Tooth seized a fistful of his shirt and shook him like a ragdoll, barking something in that incomprehensible tongue. His meaning was clear: any further disobedience would be rewarded with violence.
Blood pounded in Brandon's ears, urging him to fight rather than stand idle while their fate was decided by unknown hands. But to attack now would only end in death—theirs. The odds were impossible.
He held Crooked Tooth's obsidian gaze, fists clenched to keep from lashing out. These men weren't a bunch of drunk bikers in a bar. These men were seasoned warriors. They were outmatched. Crooked Tooth barked some orders to his warriors and they bound both Brandon and Judith's hands tightly behind their backs with unyielding ropes of vine.
They were searched with rough, calloused hands. The glittering TimeChain on Brandon's wrist was pulled off and handed to Crooked Tooth, who leered at it with shining eyes.
Brandon's mind raced as the warriors seized his only path back to the future. He had to get the TimeChain back—without it, they were stranded.
Crooked Tooth shouted another command. Brandon found himself surrounded, spears jabbing his sides to herd him away from Judith. His heart cleft in two at being torn from her side.
Rage and anguish warred within as the greenery swallowed his captors and him alike, a sea of distrustful faces leaving no path for escape. The sun seemed dim, its warmth now fled as chill realization took root: they were prisoners.
Through the dense trees he glimpsed Judith once, gaze meeting his across too great a distance. There was fear in her eyes.
The jungle closed around Brandon with ruthless indifference, and she was lost to sight.
Chapter 18
A village emerged from the depths of the jungle as the warriors stepped into a clearing, revealing an expansive tapestry of life woven into the fabric of the tropical surroundings. Thatched huts, their roofs adorned with vibrant feathers and woven patterns, stood like protective guardians amidst the lush greenery. Wisps of fragrant smoke rose from scattered cookfires, weaving a delicate dance with the warm breeze that carried the scents of exotic spices and roasting meats.
The villagers, their faces etched with the resilience of a people deeply connected to the land, bustled about with purpose. The men wore intricately woven loincloths, their muscular torsos adorned with ceremonial tattoos and decorative jewelry crafted from bone and stone. Feathers, bright and varied, were woven into their hair, creating a vibrant mosaic of colors.
The women, graceful in their movements, wore vibrant huipils embroidered with symbols that spoke of ancient stories and traditions. Elaborate jewelry, a symphony of jade and turquoise, adorned their necks and wrists, echoing the natural beauty that surrounded them. Their long, dark hair cascaded down in intricate braids, some adorned with tropical flowers, weaving a living tapestry that mirrored the vibrant hues of the jungle.
Children, with eyes wide and filled with curiosity, darted between the huts, their laughter a reflection of the unspoiled joy of youth.
So, they had been captured by a Mayan war party or perhaps a scouting party. Brandon thought furiously. How could they get out of this situation without losing their lives?
Brandon searched the crowds for any sign of Judith, pulse racing. But before he could spot her, Crooked Tooth brought him before an elderly man.
The elderly man's face was weathered and lined from years beneath an unforgiving sun. His eyes were obsidian shards, keen and calculating, missing nothing. Long white hair hung loose about his shoulders, a stark contrast to skin left bronzed by the god that brought both harvests and calamities alike to his people.
He wore loose-fitting robes of coarse cloth, marked by embroidered glyphs in a language older than memory. Animal teeth, bits of turquoise, and carved beads of jade were woven into necklaces which hung to his waist, rattling with every movement. Wooden bracelets carved in serpentine patterns encircled his wrists.
Upon his head was a massive headdress of vibrant feathers, stitched together to form a towering crown of sapphire blue and sunlit gold. In one hand he clutched a fan of scarlet macaw feathers; in the other, a staff entwined with serpents carved into the polished wood. His feet were clad in simple sandals woven of fiber and leather that peeked out from under the hem of his robes with each stately stride.
Brandon guessed this stately old man must be the village shaman.
Crooked Tooth placed Brandon's Neural Visor and TimeChain reverently on a woven mat before the shaman. The shaman approached and scrutinized each item in turn, his eyes wet and gleaming. His keen gaze took in Brandon's strange garb and facial features, lingering on each feature in turn. He spoke at length with Crooked Tooth.
At last he nodded, seeming satisfied. He said something to Crooked Tooth, who then promptly untied Brandon. As Brandon rubbed his wrists, the shaman gestured for Brandon to follow him.
The shaman led him to a large hut, gesturing for him to sit. He said something in a calm and entrancing voice. He examined Brandon's hair, eyes thoughtful. He brushed his fingers over his eyes.
Growing tired of this examination, Brandon tried to ask where Judith was using crude gestures. A trio of women entered the hut and Brandon pointed at one of them. "Woman. Where is the woman?" But all the shaman did was smile before he bowed and left.
Much to Brandon's embarrassment, the women then bathed him and massaged his limbs with fragrant oils.
After drying him off, the women dressed Brandon in a loose, sleeveless tunic and breechcloth of the finest cotton, dyed azure and trimmed in gold. A massive feathered cloak was draped across his shoulders, and strings of turquoise beads hung round his neck. His arms were encircled by bands of hammered gold, gleaming in the firelight.
He was brought to an outdoor feast with a massive boar roasting over the fire in the central plaza and seated amongst the men of the village. When the women entered the central plaza, Brandon desperately sought Judith out. Where was she? What had they done with her?
Then, all his worries fell away as Judith entered the central plaza dressed in a vibrant red huipil, an embroidered tunic that fell to her knees. Her legs were wrapped in a colorful skirt that swayed when she walked. Gold necklaces dripped from her neck, and carved jade bracelets adorned her wrists. Upon her head was an ornate feather headdress, sapphire quetzal plumes ascending into the sky.
Brandon's breath caught at the sight of her. The colors of twilight paled in comparison to her ethereal beauty. His pulse raced as she smiled at him, radiant as the dawn beneath her feathered crown.
Judith and Brandon were treated as royalty, fed exotic fruits and meats while villagers danced and played music in their honor. Throughout the feast, they were kept apart, as seemed to be tradition, but Brandon couldn't keep his eyes off of Judith and he scarcely tasted the food. The feast ended late into the night.
Then, they were both brought to a large hut at the center of the village, spacious and lavishly appointed. The walls were decorated with intricate weavings and carvings, and the packed earth floor was strewn with colorful textiles.
The sleeping area held a massive bed built of wood and rope, piled high with furs and feathered blankets. Overhead, mosquito netting of finely woven cotton was draped.
In one corner was a low table surrounded by woven mats, laden with more fruits, and vessels of imported pottery filled with some kind of sweet beverage. The scents of copal incense and tropical blossoms drifted through the space.
Through the open doorway, Brandon spied a private courtyard. Flowering vines wound their way up the hut walls, and colorful blossoms were scattered throughout. A small fountain made of stone trickled in one corner, the sound of flowing water enhancing an aura of tranquility.
At last, Brandon and Judith were left alone in the quiet of this lavish dwelling.
"Brandon!" Judith ran to him, face alight. He caught her in his arms and held tight, lifting her off her feet. For that fragile span of heartbeats the world beyond faded, melted away at her touch, her laugh, the dazzle of her smile.
"Something sure has changed in the attitude of these guys," Brandon said to Judith after they had settled in and eaten the fruit together.
"Well, obviously they've never seen people who look like us before. We must be blowing their minds. Maybe the shaman has decided we are some kind of gods—or even of royal descent."
"Works for me," Brandon said with a sly smile.
Judith sighed and stood up, gazing out into the courtyard where petals drifted onto stones left glistening with recent rain. "These past few weeks on Cozumel have been the most peaceful of my life. I feel at home with you… I can't imagine wanting to live in paradise with anyone else."
Brandon came up behind her, arms encircled her waist, hands rough and warm against her skin. Her pulse skipped as he nuzzled into her hair, breath soft against her neck. "I've never felt a connection this strong with anyone."
She leaned into him, tension easing at his touch. "Me neither. I feel truly awake for the first time in my life. My old life feels like a half-remembered nightmare..." Her words trailed off, pulse quickening.
He turned her to face him, chest tight. Now was the moment of truth where Brandon would find out if Judith felt the same way that he did. "Every day I spend with you feels like a dream I never want to wake from."
Her gaze met his, eyes shining. "You're the dream I never want to wake up from."
Joy flooded through his veins, pulse racing. He traced the line of her cheek, voice soft.  "I love you Judith."
She leaned up on her toes, hands framing his face. "I love you too."
Their lips met with the urgency of prayer, a vow sealed without ceremony. The world faded away. Alone in their own private heaven, hearts laid bare as the blossoms strewn across their courtyard.
They broke apart, breathless. His eyes reflected silver-fire, pupils widened with barely restrained longing. Her own breath caught, heat pooling at her core beneath the intensity of emotions mirrored within those azure depths.
No more words were needed. She lifted herself up on her toes to capture his lips with her own with urgency this time, tasting of the exotic fruits they'd shared. He groaned into her mouth, hands gripping her hips as though she were the only anchor in a world set spinning.
Passion flared, an inferno raging out of control. Hastily undressing each other, they laughed at the awkwardness of unclasping lavish jewellery and tugging at unfamiliar ceremonial clothes. As they made their way to the massive bed, their hands explored each hard-won inch of flesh laid bare.
They fell onto the bed, a tumble of limbs and soft moans. Each scar and freckle was mapped by tender lips, secrets shared in sighs as pulse raced and limbs entwined.
The delicious feeling of Brandon's hands on her body made Judith shiver. Her back arched as he teased her. She cried out, the sound swallowed by his lips as they devoured her moans.
Her hands were not idle as he kissed her, fingers sensuously winding their way down his back and thighs. He hissed out a breath, his hips bucking as she touched him. She broke their kiss, her lips trailing down his jaw, nipping at his earlobe before her tongue traced a path along the column of his throat.
He was close, she could feel it in the trembling of his body, the harsh rasp of his breath. She broke away, her body moving with an urgency that matched his own. She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer as he thrust inside her with a groan.
Their bodies moved in perfect harmony, the sensation of flesh against flesh a symphony of pleasure. Their breaths mingled, hot and heavy as they chased their release. The world outside their hut faded away, their hearts beating in time as they moved together.
He buried his face in her neck, his teeth nipping at her sensitive flesh as he thrust harder, faster. Her fingers dug into his back, her nails leaving crescent moons in his flesh as she met him thrust for thrust.
She could feel the tension building, the coil of pleasure tightening with each thrust. Her breath caught, her back arching as she cried out his name, the world shattering around her.
Her pleasure triggered Brandon's own, his body shuddering. They lay there, breathless and sated, their bodies still entwined as they reveled in the aftershocks of their shared passion.
The past and future fell away, all meaning narrowed to the intimate rhythms shared in the growing light of an exquisite dawn and throughout the long morning.
◆◆◆
The celebrations lasted for days, with feasting and dancing to honor the gods who'd sent these strange yet noble emissaries into their midst. They were treated as royalty among royalty, raised above the people.
At night they came together in their lodging, pulse racing to be joined once more. With practiced hands, they tore off their awkward outfits and explored each other anew, hearts laid bare beneath the moon. The feathers and gold adorning their flesh by day gave way to tender discovery of each other—sex so sublime, it would be etched into their memories forever.
The days blurred into a singular heartbeat. While the celebrations lasted they lived and loved like divine beings, raised above mortal realms to dwell in joy with lips met and limbs entwined. The future loomed ahead, uncertain... but here were wonders waking with each rise and fall of her chest next to his, stretched out beneath the light of sun and moon and caught, for this small space, outside of time.
◆◆◆
Yet unease returned, as all good things come to an end. The shaman summoned them one dusk. There was a manic tone to his voice this time. He lifted a wicked obsidian blade, eyes feverish. Although they couldn't understand his words, his gestures told a chilling story.
Brandon's blood turned to ice. Judith gripped his hand, knuckles white.
As soon as they were returned to their hut, Brandon and Judith had a panicked whispered conversation.
"What was that all about? Do you have any idea?" Brandon asked.
"I think I do. The Mayan anthropology course I took in university is all coming back to me. Have you seen those carved stones in the central plaza—the one with all those symbols?" Judith asked.
Brandon nodded. "Go on."
"Those stones record events in the lives of the Mayan rulers and the gods they serve. The glyphs you see, those are sacred symbols used for divine communication."
"Divine communication?" Brandon asked, puzzled. "You mean with the gods?"
She nodded. "The kings and queens speak to the gods through bloodletting rituals. They pierce their flesh to spill sacred blood as an offering, and enter divine trances to receive visions and guidance."
Brandon shuddered. "When you say kings and queens—do you mean… us?"
Judith nodded somberly. "That obsidian knife the shaman was holding? He'll use it to pierce my tongue, ears, cheeks, and lips." She pointed at each part of her ashen face as she said this.
Brandon's face also turned white.
Judith continued. "But because you're a king, you'll be expected to perform a penile bloodletting."
Brandon glanced down at his breechcloth with wide eyes. "Oh hell no," Brandon said, face turning even whiter, which Judith didn't even think was possible.
"I don't want that to happen either—trust me my love," Judith said, hand on his chest.
"So, a hard pass on the bloodletting ritual—that's settled then," Brandon said with relief before his face hardened. "We need to plan our escape."
Chapter 19
The village was shrouded in darkness, the only light coming from dying fires smoldering in the central plaza. Brandon squeezed Judith's hand as they slipped out of their hut into the dense jungle surrounding the village. There were no guards keeping watch—unsurprising after last night's drunken festivities.
"Stay close," Brandon whispered. His heart raced as he led Judith along a winding path away from the village. He desperately hoped this trail led back to the beach, and that their raft was still hidden among the rocks ready to float them to freedom.
The jungle was painted black, the thick canopy overhead obscuring the night sky. Brandon could barely see the path under his feet in the pale glow of starlight filtering through the dense foliage. Strange noises echoed around them—the screech of a hunting owl, the rustle of leaves as unseen creatures passed by, the periodic chirping of insects disturbed by their passing.
An unfamiliar musky scent hung in the warm, humid air. Brandon swatted at a mosquito buzzing near his ear, his skin crawling as he imagined all manner of dangers lurking in the shadows. His heart pounded as he gripped Judith's hand, leading her along the winding trail with tentative steps.
The massive trunks of mahogany and sapodilla trees towered like silent sentinels on either side of the path, draped in vines and moss that had claimed the deep shadows as their domain. Fallen leaves and knotted roots threatened to trip unwary feet, while spilled cocoa pods added a strange sweetness to the jungle's perfumes.
Somewhere in the distance, a jaguar's coughing roar rent the night, followed by the frantic squealing of prey caught unawares. The hairs on Brandon's neck stood on end at the primeval sounds, a reminder of humanity's fleeting dominion here where nature reigned supreme.
They pressed on through the twisting dark, Judith's fingers wrapped tight around Brandon's own clammy palm, trusting that he knew the way.
A twig snapped behind them. Brandon whirled around, squinting into the shadows. Silence greeted him, but the shadows seemed poised, watchful and waiting.
They started running, feet pounding the worn dirt path, but they didn't get very far. Judith gasped as dark shapes materialized out of the gloom ahead, obsidian blades glinting in the pale starlight. Mayan warriors emerged, circling around them with spears leveled at their chests.
Then Crooked Tooth emerged, holding a lit torch over his head. In the flickering light, his triumphant leer gave his face the aspect of a grotesque demon with shifting facial features. Crooked Tooth growled something incomprehensible, but his meaning was clear. Brandon raised his hands slowly, breath coming in ragged bursts. They were surrounded.
A cry rang out through the forest, the village rousing in response. The ominous beat of drums started to echo from the central plaza. The warriors herded them back along the path as the first light of dawn filtered through the canopy. Crooked Tooth pushed them into the plaza where the shaman waited, eyes smoldering with rage. Villagers were pouring out of their huts like disturbed ants to surround them.
The shaman's eyes gleamed with fury. He addressed the crowd in a rousing voice. A roar rose from the crowd.
Rough hands seized them, pushing them through the encroaching jungle towards an unknown destination. They were prodded along a series of interconnected paths, and they soon lost all sense of direction. Whether minutes or hours passed was hard to tell, but the morning sun was blazing down by the time they reached the end of their final path.
The jungle opened up suddenly into a massive clearing, dominated by the gaping mouth of a cenote at its center. Brandon stared in awe at the sheer scale of the sinkhole, a precipitous drop into aquamarine waters far below. Roughly circular in shape, its rocky walls were draped in tangled vines and roots, the remains of trees that had sunk into the depths over vast expanses of time.
The cenote was well over a hundred meters across, vast enough to hold an entire village within its shadowed bowl. A ragged hole in the dense green canopy overhead allowed pale sunlight to filter through, dimly illuminating the lower depths.
A rocky overhang extended partway around the edge of the cenote, but much of the rim had crumbled away into the chasm, leaving a treacherous expanse of loose stones and soil behind. The remains of ancient offerings and sacrifices peeked out here and there among the rubble—fragments of pottery, tarnished bits of jewelry and metal, even human bones and skulls that had endured the passing ages.
Despite the sere remains of death all around, an air of solemn grace lingered in that place. The waters were infused with a faintly turquoise glow, hinting at hidden currents linking the cenote to vast underwater rivers flowing far below. The exposed roots spilling over the edge seemed held back as if by some invisible barrier, frozen in a slow cascade into realms beyond mortal reach.
An eerie hush prevailed, as though no sound dared disturb reflections of a painted sky on a surface smoothed to glass—and yet, in fleeting moments when the light shifted and dimmed, Brandon thought he glimpsed indistinct shapes moving deep within those shadowed waters, remnants of an ancient past struggling still to emerge or escape into the world above.
Judith's fingers dug into Brandon's arm as they were shoved toward the cenote, her eyes wide with fear. She pulled Brandon close, her lips brushing his ear in a hurried whisper.
"The cenote—it's a portal to the underworld. The Mayans sacrifice to the gods here, throwing people into the water as offerings." A memory bloomed in Judith's mind of a dusty lecture hall struck into silence as her anthropology professor held the class spellbound with tales of Mayan myth and legend. The cenote was a place of crossing, and entities vast and unknowable dwelled within or lay in wakeful rest, waiting always for the unwary to descend into their domain.
Brandon stared at her in horror. The massive sinkhole now seemed ominous rather than wondrous, its still waters concealing unimaginable horrors.
Judith nodded at his unspoken question. "Once they throw us in, there's no way to climb out. We'll probably drown. Or worse. Legends say creatures dwell within, hungry for the gifts sent plunging from above." Her eyes flickered around, but their captors were focused on forcing them to the cenote's crumbling edge.
"We have to escape," Brandon whispered fiercely.
Judith gazed into the depths of the cenote, her expression bleak. They were powerless against the rage and superstition that had condemned them, the swift descent into violence that left reason choked and gasping in its wake. How many lives have been lost to this place already?
The shaman seized Judith's arm, poisonous rage and glee mingled in his gnarled features as he turned to face the crowd and shout a string of words. A roar rose from the gathered warriors.
Time slowed, each second stretched to breaking. Judith caught Brandon's gaze, finding solace in those sea-blue eyes. If they were to die, at least the memory of these past few weeks could not be stripped away. For the first time in her life, Judith knew what pure joy felt like; perhaps this knowledge was enough.
In that moment, Judith knew it was meant to be. She'd found love—an unexpected gift at the end when her death would save millions of lives. It was time to accept her fate.
Brandon lunged forward as the shaman dragged Judith towards the cenote, but sharp spears pressed into his back, forcing him to his knees. He struggled against the hands holding him down, panic rising in his chest.
"Let her go!" he shouted, his voice raw. The shaman ignored his pleas, pushing Judith to the crumbling edge of the sinkhole. In that moment, desperation overcame reason.
Brandon surged up with a roar, throwing off the warriors clinging to his arms. He swung around, fists clenched, and landed a solid blow on the first Mayan warrior within reach. The man stumbled back with a cry, dark blood flowing from his nose.
For a split second, Brandon felt a surge of triumph—but it was short-lived. More warriors descended on him, raining down blows with spear hafts and heavy clubs. He fell to the ground, arms raised feebly against the onslaught. Through the forest of legs surrounding him, he could see Judith struggling at the edge of the abyss, the shaman's gnarled fingers now wrapped around her throat.
"I'm going to kill you, motherfucker," Brandon choked out, tasting blood and dirt. The beating paused and the shaman handed Judith to one of his minions, who pinned Judith's arms behind her as she gasped and coughed for air. The warriors parted to allow the shaman through. He knelt by Brandon's side, eyes gleaming with undisguised hatred.
The shaman spat some angry words into his face. Then, the shaman rose and stalked back to where Judith stood. She wasn't struggling, but her gaze was proud—almost serene.
Brandon crawled forward an inch, every movement bringing a fresh wave of pain. They had been so close—yet now escape seemed impossible. He squeezed his eyes shut, bracing for the scream of denial that would herald the end—but Judith, defiant until the end, did not scream.
With a violent shove, Judith was cast over the edge, plunging into the abyss. The shock of cold water stole her breath, light fractured by the surface so far above.
But Judith was a strong swimmer. Kicking hard, she swam upwards to the churning water's surface.
Looking up, Judith watched as Brandon teetered at the edge of the cenote, loose stones crumbling under his feet as he was prodded forward by a thicket of spears. Then the shaman shoved him forward with crazed strength. In desperation, he flung out an arm and seized hold of the shaman's cloak, dragging the old man off balance. They toppled over the side together in a tangle of thrashing limbs, plunging into the chill waters below.
The shock of impact stole Brandon's breath away. He struggled in the shaman's grip, the world reduced to a turquoise glow all around as they sank into the depths. With unnatural strength, the shaman's gnarled fingers clawed at his face with one hand and gripped Brandon's arm with the other.
Brandon fought back with all his might, fueled by rage and the will to survive. Then he saw it. A glint of gold in a worn leather bag strapped across the shaman's chest—his TimeChain!
He grabbed it in both of his hands and yanked, but it held fast. Taken aback, the shaman's grip on Brandon's arm eased up a fraction. It was all he needed. With a surge of triumph, Brandon kicked away from the old man's grip, swimming upwards with the last of his strength. His head broke the surface, and he gulped in air.
Brandon turned back just as the shaman emerged behind him, hacking and sputtering. A grim purpose filled him as he dove at the old man, forcing his head back under the water. The shaman was tougher than he looked, but Brandon had the advantage of size. The shaman thrashed in protest, clawing at his hands, but his struggles grew weaker until at last his body went limp.
Brandon pulled at the shaman's bag until, at last, it tore free. He released his hold on the crazy old man, watching him sink. The shaman faded away into the depths like a dull-eyed apparition. Maybe it was his imagination, but Brandon could have sworn he saw a flicker as something large tore into the shaman's corpse before he disappeared.
An eerie stillness fell over the cenote, the shaman's death restoring a peace lost to madness.
After his fight, Brandon was exhausted. Swimming over to Judith, he struggled to keep his head above the churning waters of the cenote. When he reached her, they treaded water side by side and gazed upward. The rocky walls loomed all around, too sheer and crumbling to climb. They were trapped, with no escape from this watery grave.
Something splashed into the water barely a meter away. A spear. Another followed, accompanied by angry shouts from above. Brandon looked up to see the warriors lining the edge of the cenote, readying their weapons to finish the sacrifice their shaman could no longer complete.
Judith cried out as another spear grazed her arm, leaving behind a bloody gash. They were easy targets, with nowhere left to hide. Desperate now, Brandon dug through the bag and shouted with joy as he found his Neural Visor. He put it on and barked out a frantic command. "Initiate emergency extraction protocol alpha!"
An infuriatingly calm voice said: "Are you sure you wish to initiate emergency extraction protocol alpha?"
"Yes, dammit! Initiate!" Brandon shouted.
"Initiating emergency extraction protocol alpha. Please standby."
The warriors continued to fling spears into the churning waters, their deadly hail intensifying. Brandon tried to shield Judith, grunting in pain as a spear tore through the meaty flesh of his thigh.
They clung to each other, waiting for the killing blow—but after a few minutes, the barrage of spears slowed, then stopped. Brandon looked up and laughed through his pain. "Hang on baby, hope is on the way!"
Confused shouts came from above, followed by screams. Hope's Wings was descending swiftly above the jungle canopy clearing, cloaking panels retracted to reveal the sleek, terrifying aircraft in full. The warriors stumbled back from the edge in terror. Several lost their footing and tumbled into the waters.
Hope's Wings swooped low over the cenote, dropping a retractable ladder within their reach. Brandon gasped in relief, pushing Judith towards the ladder. She clung to the rungs, clawing her way up as he struggled to follow, his wounded leg screaming in protest. As the ladder started to retract, one of the warriors who had fallen into the pool grabbed onto the bottom rung. Brandon used his good leg to stomp on his fingers until the man fell away with an angry yell. The rest of the warriors fled into the jungle.
Finally, Brandon and Judith collapsed into Hope's Wings, sore and battered—but alive. With gratitude welling up inside him, Brandon helped Judith to her feet, wrapping an arm around her as they limped slowly to the onboard first-aid station.
"I'm starting to think the penile bloodletting wouldn't have been so bad," Brandon said with a grimace.
Judith let out a belly laugh, her stress washing away. She kissed Brandon tenderly and eased him onto the bench. "Don't worry my love, we can always go back. I'm sure they'd happily resume the bloodletting just for you."
"Nah, I'm good," Brandon said, wincing as Judith started to dress his wound.
◆◆◆
"So, we're agreed, then?" Brandon asked.
"Yes," Judith said decisively. "We'll return to 2123 then try to find a safer time period to live in. Just you and me—that's all that matters."
Brandon nodded, "Just you and me. Remember—when Bob mysteriously transported us back to 2123 from Neo Atlantis, he didn't activate our Temporal Anchor. So, it's still in one piece, in the exact time and place we left it before we launched ourselves 150 million years too far into the future."
Judith frowned. "So, we go back to the exact time when the TOA fighter jets were about to kick our ass?"
Brandon nodded grimly. "Yep. But we'll surrender to the TOA before we're shot out of the sky. We did that before and it worked, so why should things happen differently? As long as we stick to the script, we'll be fine. We know the Phoenix Collective will attack the TOA New Zealand base, forcing Captain Lee to recall the fighter jets escorting us. We can use that knowledge to our advantage."
Judith nodded along as she recalled previous events. "Right. Then Michelle will ask us to go to Japan. Brandon, we cannot go to Japan. 'Plan B' sounded dangerous."
"I agree, but we have to play along until we can make a beeline for the next viable portal. Then maybe we can find our paradise again." Brandon wrapped his arms around Judith. She melted into his embrace.
"I loved it here. It's too bad we've kicked up a hornet's nest and it isn't safe anymore. But I don't care where we go, as long as it's with you." Judith gazed into Brandon's eyes.
"I loved it too, but Aeon will be all over us if Hope's Wings makes its way into the oral history of the Mayans. Or even worse—gets carved into a hieroglyphic account of today's events." 
"Okay then, let's blow this joint." Judith gave Brandon a coy smile. "But before we go, let's find out how the bunk bed holds up with the both of us in it."
Chapter 20
After a pleasant diversion, Brandon activated the TimeChain and entered the exit doorway. They found themselves flying over the enormous Bermuda Triangle portal once again. The TOA fighters immediately spotted Hope's Wings and performed a turning maneuver to get them back in their sights.
"They've got a missile lock on us!" Judith cried.
Brandon breathed calmly. He opened a channel to the lead pilot.
"This is Hope's Wings. We surrender. Do not engage weapons."
There was a tense pause. Then: "Hope's Wings, prepare to be escorted to Houston base. Any deviation from our course will be seen as an act of hostility and you will be fired upon. Do you comply?"
"Yes, we comply," Brandon said. He felt as if he were replaying a memory. The fighters slid into flanking positions, herding them back west.
The radio crackled. "Sergeant Dutch, report." Right on time—it was Captain Lee. Everything was playing out exactly as it had the first time they had lived through this.
"This is Sergeant Dutch. Listen carefully to me, Captain. We have reason to believe that the Phoenix Collective is about to launch an attack on the New Zealand base. You need to evacuate the base now and recall all air forces."
"Where did you obtain this intel, Sergeant? Have you obtained knowledge of the future from your prohibited time travel?"
Brandon wasn't surprised that Captain Lee had connected the dots so quickly—she was a shrewd and capable leader. "Yes, Captain. I also know that there is a Plan B at play in Japan, but we don't know the specifics. We can take point on that mission while you defend what's left of the TOA here."
After a long pause, Captain Lee spoke with urgency. "We are getting reports of Phoenix Collective forces massing in the Tasman Sea. They would have some balls to take on our HQ, but if what you say is true, then an attack is imminent."
Hope's Wings shuddered as they encountered some turbulence. Judith glanced outside to see they were now flying through a bank of slate-gray clouds. A gathering storm. They were running out of time. If they didn't change course soon, they would end up back in Pre-Columbian America—but this time without a Temporal Anchor to pull them back.
Brandon hunched over the console. "Captain, we're about to fly straight into a birthing portal. Give us the details and we can be on our way. Otherwise we'll all be stuck in 500 AD forever."
"Acknowledged, Sergeant. Before Aeon went offline, he gave us an alternative course of action in case the elimination of Judith Jameson failed. Aeon has identified another ancestor of Zero: Kiso Yoshinaka in 12th-century Japan. Given the earlier time period, this option will cause a lot more collateral damage than eliminating Judith Jameson, but what choice do we have? You have to help us stop Zero. The TOA can't take much more of this."
Brandon glanced at Judith—her face was pale and her bottom lip was trembling.
Captain Lee continued. "You're to fly to a portal over Japan immediately. I'll send a team of marine reinforcements to assist you as soon as I can. Do you copy, Sergeant?"
"Affirmative, Captain Lee. Setting course for the Japanese portal now. Godspeed, Captain. I'll see you on the other side." Brandon punched the console to cut off communication. Then he swore, slamming his fist into the wall. When would the killing end?
He turned to Judith, but she was staring at the storm outside, face drained of color.
"Kiso Yoshinaka," she murmured. "My ancestor. If they kill him..."
Her eyes met Brandon's, wide with dread. His heart twisted at the thought of her erased from existence, lost to him and every soul that had known her light.
"I won't let that happen." He squeezed her hand, pulse racing with sudden urgency. "We have to go to Japan and stop the assassination. Are you with me?"
She nodded tearfully. "Until the end, my love."  
He flung himself into the task of navigating away from the imminent opening of the portal to Pre-Columbian America, flicking switches to increase power to the engines and chart a course for the Japanese portal located just over Kyoto.
With a flight time of around eight hours, Brandon and Judith had plenty of downtime ahead. But, they were too anxious to do anything but snatch what little sleep they could and stare at the dire news on the feeds.
When they reached the Japanese portal, there was no sign of the TOA marine reinforcements Captain Lee had promised. "We got here first," Brandon said.
"How do you know that?" Judith asked.
"You're still here," Brandon said grimly.
Hope's Wings' HUD showed a shimmering miniature sun nestled in the high cloud cover—the Japanese portal. Far below stretched the coastline of Japan. Without wasting any time, Brandon ejected a Temporal Anchor and nosed Hope's Wings through the portal.
Activating the craft's cloaking panels, Brandon nudged Hope's Wings into a steep descent. Soon, they were soaring high over a sea of emerald peaks with ancient forests blanketing the mountainsides. Beyond the coastal ranges, the Kiso Valley opened out, a patchwork of rice paddies and villages hemmed in by the snow-capped Japanese Alps.
Judith gazed out the cockpit window at the villagers toiling in the paddies below—over the centuries to come, their lives will flourish and fade in a continuous cycle of life and death. Only the mountains will remain unchanged, enduring and aloof, watching over the human drama unfolding below.
Ahead, the Imperial capital sprawled within its ring of hills, rooftops rising in waves of clay tile and wood. At the city's heart glinted the golden roofs of the Gosho, seat of the cloistered emperor. Tō-ji's five-storied pagoda pierced the sky. Canals threaded through the metropolis, bustling with river traffic, while a steady stream of travelers and traders flowed along roads lined with inns, teahouses and shops. It was a breathtaking sight.
Kyoto in the Heian era was at its cultural zenith—a famed center of art, poetry and learning. The people drifted through a dreamlike existence defined by ritual and ceremony, far removed from the brutal realities of the age. Warfare and rebellion lurked on the city's outskirts, yet within its walls life went on as tranquil as cherry blossoms drifting on a spring breeze.
For a fleeting moment, peering down on Kyoto's timeless splendor, Judith imagined herself not as an interloper in this era but rather a woman who belonged here, wandering the gilded halls of the imperial palace or strolling through moonlit gardens vibrant with fireflies. A bittersweet longing rose within her to explore her Japanese heritage, to truly understand where her Mother came from.
Then the feeling faded. She wasn't here to explore her cultural identity—she was here to fight for her very existence. Time flowed on as swift as the Kamo River, each second slipping away forever.
They touched down in a clearing within a thick forest. After hitting the decontamination shower, they headed for the exit, ramp lowering with a hiss of hydraulics. The air was crisp, with a scent of cedar and wood smoke. As Brandon descended the ramp, a deer burst from the undergrowth and fled into the forest, white tail flagging.
Judith drew up alongside him, lips parted in wonder at the untouched beauty surrounding them. Yet anxiety lurked behind her eyes. Kiso Yoshinaka waited somewhere in the city ahead, his life hanging by a thread as a team of TOA marines raced to catch up with them and cut the cord of history from which she also dangled.
The sun sank low, dappling the forest in ribbons of molten gold. The day was fading. It didn't feel safe to venture out into the coming night, but how much time did they have before the marine reinforcements arrived?
"In the 12th century, Japan wasn't exactly known for welcoming immigrants with open arms. You'll have to go alone," Brandon said. At her frown, he added, "There's no way I pass for a Japanese guy—my blond hair and blue eyes are a dead giveaway—but you'll fit right in. At best, I might be taken for a missionary and, from what I recall, Japan wasn't too open to Christianity in this time period."
"But I need you with me, my love. Don't you have some way to disguise your facial features amongst all your high-tech gadgets?" Judith implored.
"My Neural Visor can project a holographic face, but it's glitchy and won't fool anyone during daylight." Brandon gripped Judith's shoulders. "Just go, Judith. You can do this. You look Japanese and you speak Japanese. I don't. But I'll be hiding right here if you need backup."
Judith swallowed, her eyes flickering as she searched the gathering shadows. Although her accent would probably sound strange to people in this time period, she was fluent in Japanese. She couldn't have communicated with her mother any other way. "You're right. I'll leave in the morning. Let's find something to eat and get some rest."
◆◆◆
Judith's steps slowed as she approached the forest path leading back to Kyoto. A lump rose in her throat at the thought of leaving Brandon behind, venturing into the unknown alone.
He caught up to her in a few strides, and turned her to face him. They gazed at each other for a long moment. Judith flung her arms around him, burying her face in his shoulder. His familiar scent released a flood of memories in a bittersweet tide—the quiet, peaceful time they had shared together on Cozumel and the unforgettable nights that followed.
"I don't want to ever lose you," she whispered.
Brandon held her tight, one hand stroking her hair. "You won't. I'll be here waiting for you. Just stay safe, and come back to me."
A breath, and then his lips met hers in a kiss filled with longing and promise—of life, of home, of all the world made new again. For one perfect moment, time itself seemed to pause in deference to the dream they had made and held onto against every odd the universe and time itself had thrown their way.
Then he released her, with only the ghost of his warmth still lingering. "Go," Brandon said. "You know where I'll be. I'll keep the light on to guide you home."
She gazed at him a final time through a veil of tears. "I'll make contact with Kiso then be back tomorrow night at the latest." She managed a weak smile. "Keep the bed warm for me, marine." Brandon returned her smile and gave her a mock salute. Then she steeled herself, and turned to walk the path fate had laid before her into the morning light.
◆◆◆
As Judith approached the outskirts of Kyoto, the vibrant colors and exotic designs of her Mayan clothing drew more attention than she desired. Wanting to blend in seamlessly with the locals, she quietly snagged some simple garments off a drying rack beside a farmhouse with a pig pen and found a quiet spot near the edge of the city.
Carefully, Judith untied the intricate sash of her Mayan huipil, the colorful fabric slipping through her fingers. She unfastened the bands of hammered gold from her arms, allowing them to clink softly as they settled on the ground.
She quickly shrugged into the peasant's outfit. The muted tones and loose fit of the kimono and hakama offered a stark contrast to the elaborate Mayan attire.
She then left the verdant embrace of the forest behind. The bustling city of Kyoto unfolded before her, a sensory feast assaulting her at every turn. Sunlight, filtered through the wooden eaves of shops lining the street, cast dancing patterns on the worn cobblestones. The air was alive with the rhythmic clatter of geta sandals, the singsong chants of street vendors, and the excited bark of a dog chasing a stray kitten.
The pungent aroma of roasting skewers drifted from a nearby food stall, mingling with the sweet perfume of incense burning in a temple doorway. Judith's stomach rumbled, reminding her of the meager breakfast she had eaten before leaving Brandon. She swallowed, determined to focus on her mission.
The crowds jostled around her, a kaleidoscope of colorful clothing and lively chatter. Women in elegant robes, their faces concealed beneath delicate paper parasols, gracefully maneuvered through the crowds. The men, adorned in layered hakama and haori, walked with purpose, their expressions composed and focused.
Merchants hawked their wares in melodic shouts, displaying everything from fresh vegetables piled high in wooden carts, to handcrafted pottery, to exotic spices, to delicate silk kimonos hanging on bamboo racks. Judith marveled at the intricate embroidery adorning the kimonos, a stark contrast to her plain peasant's outfit.
The air echoed with the rhythmic clanging of a blacksmith's hammer, his skilled hands forging blades that would find purpose in the hands of warriors. A pang of homesickness tugged at her heart. Here, amidst the throng, she felt strangely invisible, yet utterly distinct.
Suddenly, a group of children playing with wooden tops spilled into her path. She stumbled back, her foot catching on a loose stone. A strong hand grasped her arm, steadying her. Looking up, she met the concerned gaze of a young samurai, his armor gleaming in the sun. His gaze lingered on her face, curiosity flickering in his dark eyes.
"Shitsurei itashimasu, are you alright?" he asked in polite Japanese, his voice a deep rumble. Judith stammered in response, unsure how to explain her presence in this alien world. The samurai smiled reassuringly.
"You seem lost," he said gently. "Perhaps you need directions?"
His kindness disarmed her. Judith floundered for a moment. "I... I am new to the city," she stammered.
The samurai's smile held genuine kindness. "Where were you headed?"
Hesitantly, Judith told him she was seeking Kiso Yoshinaka's estate.
The samurai nodded. "I know it well. If you wouldn't mind, I could escort you to your destination."
Relief washed over Judith as she nodded. A friendly face in this throng felt like a lifeline. As they navigated the bustling streets, the samurai introduced himself as Kenji. She introduced herself as Tomoe, a name she remembered from her favorite book, Tales of the Rising Sun: Legends of Daring and Courage. Judith felt a pang of regret as she remembered tossing the book into the trash after being dressed down by her shitty boss, Larson. But some kind soul had rescued it and placed it back on her desk. That memory seemed to belong to a past life.
As they walked, Kenji pointed out landmarks, regaling her with tales of city life and the political tensions simmering beneath the surface. Judith listened intently, weaving his stories into the growing tapestry of her understanding.
The narrow alleys, lined with wooden buildings, crisscrossed in a maze of activity. She would never have found Kiso's estate on her own. Every corner turned, every person they passed, felt like a step deeper into a living painting of Kyoto's past. Judith marveled at the seamless blend of tradition and daily life, a delicate dance that echoed through the centuries.
Eventually, they reached the imposing gates of Kiso Yoshinaka's estate. "I appreciate your kindness, truly," Judith said with sincerity.
Kenji bowed respectfully. "May fortune smile upon you in your endeavors."
With a final grateful nod, Judith slipped past the gates, pulse fluttering. The courtyard bustled with servants and retainers. Somewhere within awaited the man whose life she had come to save—her ancestor.
A guard halted her. "State your business."
She bowed, heart pounding. "I am Tomoe. I seek work as a servant in Lord Kiso Yoshinaka's household."
The guard frowned. Unescorted women were uncommon. Yet her plain garb marked her as peasant stock, no threat. "Wait here."  
He returned and beckoned her inside. Judith followed him down wood-paneled corridors to a simple dojo. There, kneeling by the window, was her many-times great-grandfather.
Sunlight streamed through the paper window panes, casting Yoshinaka in a warm, yet enigmatic glow. He wore a simple yet well-crafted blue silk samurai gi, adorned with the emblem of the Minamoto clan—a swirling white cherry blossom.
At their entrance, Yoshinaka glanced up. His gaze swept over Judith, taking in her worn kimono and travel-stained feet. He said something to dismiss the guard, then crossed the tatami mats to stand before her.
He was an imposing figure, taller than most men she'd encountered, with broad shoulders and a weathered face that spoke of a life spent outdoors. His dark hair, streaked with grey, was tied back in a simple topknot, revealing a prominent scar that bisected his left eyebrow, adding a touch of fierceness to his features.
His eyes, however, were his most striking feature. They were deep pools of amber, both sharp and contemplative, seemingly assessing her with every blink. Beneath them, a network of fine wrinkles etched a lifetime of experience onto his face.
As their eyes met, a flicker of surprise crossed Yoshinaka's face, fleeting but undeniable. Was it her foreignness, her demeanor, or something else entirely? Judith held his gaze, a silent plea swirling within her depths—a plea for trust, for understanding, and for a chance to fulfill the impossible task that had brought her across time itself.
"I am told a woman called Tomoe requests work as a servant." His eyes narrowed. "Yet you carry yourself with uncommon grace. Explain yourself."
Judith bowed low, heart in her throat. Her life's thread was woven here, bound to this man's destiny.
"My house has fallen on hard times, my lord," she said. "I seek honest work to support my family. Though born to a clan in decline, I strive to serve with honor and diligence any household fortunate enough to claim my talents."
Yoshinaka considered her words. "These are difficult days. Many have lost livelihood and home." His features softened. "Very well. I shall take you into my service. But know that I expect loyalty and hard work in exchange for the security I provide."  
Joy flashed through her, tempered by the looming struggle still to come. The die was cast; their fates now bound as tightly as the weave of tatami underfoot.
She bowed again. "Thank you, my lord. My life and service are pledged to you, for as long as you should wish."
"And I accept your pledge, Tomoe. My guard will show you to your lodging."
It almost seemed too easy, but Judith sensed that Kiso had seen something within her—a connection perhaps that spanned the centuries. Whatever it was, she had done it—she was now officially in service to the Minamoto clan. She couldn't wait to tell Brandon.
The next day, Judith told Kiso that she needed to first settle affairs in her home village, and then would start her service to him in a day or so. He generously gave her leave.
The forest path was dappled in sunlight as Judith hurried back to Brandon, heart racing at the thought of seeing his smile. Yet when she emerged into the clearing, her steps faltered.
Hope's Wings was gone.
Chapter 21
Panic rose in her throat as Judith raced to where she had last seen Hope's Wings, stretching her arms out in case the cloaking panels were activated, even though she couldn't see the telltale shimmer in the air. But she found only trampled grass and broken branches. There was no trace of Hope's Wings or Brandon, and no clue to hint at where he had gone or why. Her heart clenched as she whirled in a circle, searching the trees for any sign of where they had gone.
Not knowing what else to do, Judith sat with legs crossed in the middle of the clearing and waited.
Darkness fell. Judith kept tearful watch through the long hours till dawn, clinging to the faint hope that familiar lights might still pierce the gloom, bringing her partner and purpose back within reach. Yet morning broke gray and cheerless over the empty clearing.
With bleary eyes, she stared down the path leading back to Kyoto, a city teeming with humanity yet empty of the one soul she longed for. But she had something important to do there—save Kiso Yoshinaka, and by extension, save herself. Judith had to be sure she wouldn't wink out of existence before she could find Brandon.
After a long walk through a city now colorless to her, Judith passed through the gates of Yoshinaka's estate, heart heavy. She would return to the clearing tomorrow. Perhaps some villagers had stumbled upon Hope's Wings and Brandon had to relocate the aircraft. She would find him waiting there in the morning, a goofy apologetic smile on his face.
But the next day, the clearing was still empty. And the day after that. Every night for the next week, Judith snuck out of Kiso Yoshinaka's compound and waited in the clearing, curled up in a ball and sobbing herself to sleep.
After one such night, as the sun rose, she walked back into Yoshinaka's stronghold with her head bowed.
Wait. Something was wrong. Judith smelled smoke. Her head snapped up as she heard a babble of alarmed voices. The courtyard was in disarray, guards and servants bustling to and fro. In the middle of the courtyard, she saw a roaring bonfire. Looking closer, her stomach turned. Were those a pile of burning bodies? Fuck. Judith hurried toward the dojo, pulse racing.
Yoshinaka knelt alone within, his silk gi rent and bloodied. At her entrance he glanced up, eyes alight.
"My lord, what has happened?" She knelt before him, torn between relief at finding him alive and fear of what news might pour from his lips.
"Bandits attacked me and my samurais while you were gone, Tomoe." Yoshinaka grinned fiercely with teeth stained red. "They struck swiftly and in silence. Yet, when they burned our best warriors to cinders, we knew these were no mere outlaws. Pale demons with weapons that spat fire and death from afar."
Ice flooded Judith's veins. Pale demons that spat fire from afar? She knew immediately what that meant. The TOA marines must have attacked while she was looking for Brandon. But how the hell did Kiso survive the night?
"You defeated them, my lord?" Her voice was hushed.
Yoshinaka nodded grimly. "Their strange sorceries gave us pause, but we matched their coward's tricks with true courage." Yoshinaka clasped her shoulder. "They fought like starving dogs, yet our steel sent them howling back to the hell that spawned them." His bloody smile flashed again, fierce with glory. "Then we burned the bodies to be sure they shall never return to this world."
Judith knelt in stunned silence, scarcely able to grasp what Yoshinaka had done. Kiso and his samurai had cut down hardened marines from the future with mere swords.
"My lord." She bowed low. "I have witnessed many strange and fearsome things in my travels. Yet never did I foresee that human steel alone might stand against such devils."
Yoshinaka laughed. "Tomoe, our courage comes from this soil we strive each day to defend. We fight for honor, and a legacy of ordered rule—not for powers plundered from some hell beyond imagining."
Judith would give anything to be able to overcome such odds with sheer force of will. Once again, she thought of her book Tales of the Rising Sun: Legends of Daring and Courage. Instead of reading about ancient warriors, noble samurais, and resilient heroes, maybe she could actually become one. The idea was exhilarating.
She had nothing to lose—she had to face the fact that Brandon was missing. She would never leave this place without him. But who knew how long it would take to find him and what obstacles she'd have to face. But as a samurai…
Judith gazed up at him, heart racing. "If you would have me, my lord—train me as onna-musha. I would stand and fight for the future of this land, and the honor of your name."
Yoshinaka studied her for a long moment. Then nodded, visage stern yet touched by a smile.
"I see something familiar in you—as if you were my own kin. The fire in me is in you also. So be it. If you would grasp glory and honor with your own hands, I shall teach you the way of the blade, Tomoe." He held her gaze, weighing the resolve behind her words. "Yet know that the path is hard, and fraught with perils beyond count. Are you ready to walk it without flinching, to stake your life itself upon defending my honor?"
She gazed up at her distant kin and lifted her voice with pride: "My life is pledged to your defense, as long as I still draw breath. Train me, my lord—and let our shared steel face whatever threats may come, in service to honor!"
And so, Judith became the apprentice of Kiso Yoshinaka—Onna-musha, a female samurai.
◆◆◆
Three years after Hope's Wings vanished, Judith had become the samurai warrior Tomoe—a weapon of flesh and blood honed on the warrior's path, blade and armor becoming second skin. But in quiet moments, her heart still longed for the missing piece of her soul. Brandon was gone.
For months she had searched the forest and surrounding countryside for any sign of Brandon, but had found nothing. The hidden clearing was now a place of raw loss, and so she visited less and less often.
Every night, Tomoe's gaze would search the westward sky, yearning for the familiar glow of Hope's Wings to pierce the darkness. But instead, dawn arrived, just as gray and empty as the one before. Each sunrise felt like a cruel coin toss, the only painful prize being her unfulfilled wish.
Days had flowed into weeks, then months, then years, all measured in clashing steel, spilled blood, and a quiet ache in her heart.
The three years blinked by, each season marked by war, grief, and the cold edge of her blade. Her joy had been pared away, leaving only a cold, deadly core. Softness was replaced by skills honed to razor sharpness and senses perpetually vigilant. Tomoe walked the way of steel until it was all that remained.
When Kiso Yoshinaka's enemies threatened the fragile peace, Tomoe fought with the fury of a woman possessed. Each battle became a fight against the ghost of her loss, all her grief and anger channeled through the steel in her hand. Her name and deeds became legend, whispered in awe and fear.
◆◆◆
Kiso had just discovered that his new wife was pregnant with their first child. But his joy was overshadowed by the rise of a surprising new enemy. Noriyori, Kiso Yoshinaka's own cousin, marched on their position. The fight between cousins would forever be known as the battle of Awazu.
On the first day of battle, the sun dawned red as blood. Tomoe sat on her steed with Yoshinaka at the Uji River, their outnumbered army facing ten times their strength. Defeat seemed inevitable, the sky mirroring their desperation with flames and chaos.
With eyes as cold as mirrored steel, Tomoe quietly watched as Noriyori's forces assembled a bridge of boats to cross the river. When they roared across the makeshift bridge, their wave of fury crashed against the stone wall of the Minamoto clan. "Fight with glory, Tomoe!" Yoshinaka yelled, his face alight with defiance. "Teach these jackals they dare not pass!"
He urged his horse forward with a shout, his army's pulse now matched to the pounding of hooves and rhythmic clash of steel. Tomoe raced her horse to battle at his side, sword singing free of its sheath as they smashed into the fray.
Tomoe fought at Kiso Yoshinaka's side, their blades flashing in the carnage. Every life saved felt like a tiny victory against the inevitable. Through the chaos, Yoshinaka's blue armor was a beacon, his cries her guiding star.
Arrows fell like rain, shafts hissing venom through the din. Tomoe swung her katana sword in a glittering arc, cutting arrows from the air, and wheeled her mount round to guard Yoshinaka's unprotected flank as a fresh wave of warriors crashed against his thinning ranks.
The day dragged on, stained red by blood and sunset and set to a soundtrack of screams. Dusk painted the sky in swathes of lurid gold and red. Still, they fought back to back, partners amidst the slaughter. Each swing of her blade fueled by loss and anger.
At last, they gained ground, stopping Noriyori's advance and starting to push them back across the floating makeshift bridge. Tomoe and Kiso leapt from their horses and surged toward the lurching string of boats.
They launched themselves onto the first swaying boat, boots biting into the slick wood. The bridge of boats ran crimson, its planks treacherous underfoot. The tide pulsed against the makeshift bridge, sending the craft jerking under their feet. With a roar, Noriyori's samurai rushed to meet them, blades glinting in the dying light.
Tomoe's katana sang its deadly song. A swift parry deflected a blow aimed at Kiso, the clang echoing across the churning water. She countered with a lightning-fast thrust, skewering her opponent through the throat. Blood painted the crimson sunset an even deeper shade.
Kiso, his sword a whirlwind of steel, cleaved through two attackers in one brutal swing. Sparks danced where metal met metal, then bone. An archer loosed an arrow, but Tomoe, sensing the danger, twisted mid-fight, her blade deflecting the shaft with a shower of sparks. The arrow speared an enemy behind her.
They moved as one, their backs to each other, a deadly dance amidst the chaos. Tomoe sidestepped a desperate lunge, sending her opponent tumbling headfirst into the murky water. She whirled, meeting a hulking warrior head-on. Steel clashed, sending vibrations up her arm. With a flick of her wrist, she disarmed him, her blade slicing his exposed neck in a flash of red.
Kiso roared, his weapon a battering ram, breaking through the enemy ranks. A spear grazed his arm between plates of armor, drawing a yell of pain, but his fury only intensified. He grappled with a young warrior, their blades locked in a deadly stalemate. With a sudden twist, Kiso slammed his knee into his opponent's gut, the air exploding from his lungs. The young man crumpled, Kiso's blade cleaving the man's head from his body with a sickening thud.
Tomoe leaped onto another boat, its occupants already engaged with Kiso's men. Her katana sliced through bone and muscle, leaving a trail of fallen foes. An enemy warrior, his face twisted in rage, swung a spiked club at her. She ducked under the blow, her blade whipping up in a riposte, burying itself deep in his chest. When she pulled her katana free, the man's blood spurted into her face, stinging her eyes and temporarily blinding her.
As Tomoe frantically rubbed the blood out of her eyes, she was separated from Yoshinaka, who was swallowed by a swarm of enemies. He snarled, trapped like a wild animal. Tomoe, her eyes blazing, fought towards him, but a wall of enemies blocked her path. She danced, spun, and weaved, cutting down foe after foe in a desperate ballet of steel.
But, when she reached the boat where she had last seen Kiso, he was gone. Tomoe stumbled back, eyes scanning the blood-slicked planks for a flash of blue armor, anything familiar. But where she'd last seen Kiso, there was only a swirling mass of churning red water and desperate flailing limbs. Her breath hitched, caught in a throat suddenly too tight. Panic clawed at her, but she slammed it down, forcing ice into her veins.
Yet, each movement felt as if made underwater, sluggish and heavy. Each clang of her blade against another resonated hollowly within her chest. The cheers of her comrades, the screams of enemies—all muted. All she could hear was the echo of Kiso's battle cry, swallowed by the river's roar.
As night consumed the entire bloody battle into its black maw, Tomoe knew they could push no further. They retreated, leaving behind a tide of fallen friends and foes alike.
Back at the camp, the fires crackled with an indifferent cheer. The battle was all but won—Noriyori's forces were soundly prevented from crossing the Uji River and the enemy's numbers were now too thin to make another assault. Laughter and camaraderie echoed faintly in her ears, yet it felt like a hollow victory. She settled near a flickering flame, staring blindly into the dancing embers. Each lick of orange seemed to mock Kiso's fiery spirit, now gone.
Despair, a cold, heavy serpent, coiled itself around her heart. Tears, long held back, welled up, blurring the already distorted world. Sleep was unthinkable. Tomoe sat, numb and hollow, until the first sliver of dawn peeked over the horizon.
◆◆◆
Dawn seeped through the fog, painting the Uji River not gold, but crimson. The water, once a symbol of life, now choked on death. Tomoe stood on the shore, the stench of carnage clawing at her throat. Ignoring the pleas of her exhausted body, she scanned the ravaged banks, searching for a shred of blue amidst the macabre tapestry.
Bodies littered the sand like discarded dolls, limbs twisted at unnatural angles, faces frozen in silent screams. Flies buzzed, their iridescent wings glinting obscenely against the pale flesh. She waded into the shallows, boots sinking into mud stained with the iron tang of blood. A swollen corpse bobbed beside her, eyes staring sightlessly at the heavens. With a grimace, she pushed it away, the water swirling red around her boots. Every lap of the current churned up new horrors: a hand clutching a broken sword, a helmet dented beyond recognition, a severed head with eyes wide open as if searching for its missing body.
Hope, a fragile ember in her chest, flickered with each passing moment. Yet, she wouldn't let it die. Not yet. Kiso wouldn't want her to give in. His laughter, his booming voice, echoed in her mind, urging her onward.
It was small comfort, but even if Kiso was dead, Tomoe would live. The seed of Kiso's bloodline had already been passed onto his wife, who was pregnant with the child that would continue to grow his bloodline. The woman she used to be—Judith—would no longer be erased from existence by Kiso's demise. But Tomoe refused to believe Kiso was dead—she would find him, no matter what it took.
Across the river, the enemy camp stirred, plumes of smoke rising from their makeshift tents. Hatred, cold and sharp, cut through her grief. They had taken him from her. They had painted the river red with Minamoto blood. Today, she would make them pay, in crimson tears and broken steel. It was time to wreak some havoc.
Removing her heavy armor, Tomoe slipped into the filthy water.
The chill of the dawn water bit at Tomoe's skin, a stark contrast to the burning fire of vengeance in her heart. Each stroke carried her closer to the enemy camp, closer to the faces she yearned to etch with the memory of her pain. The crimson reflection of the sunrise danced on the river, mocking her with a reminder of the blood spilled.
Reaching the opposite bank, she hauled herself out, covered in mud and the blood of the fallen. Every muscle screamed in protest, but she ignored it, adrenaline masking the fatigue. Crouching low, she surveyed the camp. Tents clustered haphazardly, their occupants still stirring from sleep. Laughter and chatter drifted on the morning breeze, a jarring counterpoint to the silent screams echoing in her mind.
She chose the shadows, moving like a wraith between tents. The smell of cooking fires mingled with the ever-present metallic tang of blood. She pressed on, her senses on high alert.
A patrol of two guards ambled by, their armor loose, conversation heavy with sleep. Tomoe held her breath, pressing herself against the side of a tent. But they moved on, oblivious to the shadow clinging to the darkness.
Reaching the heart of the camp, she found a group of wooden cages. There, huddled in the shadows, was a figure—emaciated, barely clinging to life. It was a man. Her pulse raced—could it be Kiso? As she slipped closer, she froze, stunned with disbelief. The wretched man in the cage wasn't Kiso, but somebody else she thought was irretrievably lost to her.
Brandon.
Three years of grief and despair imploded. Joy and fury surged through her, fueling a renewed purpose: snatch her love from the jaws of death.
The cage stood unguarded, Noriyori sure that nobody on this earth would come to claim his broken toy. How wrong he was. The heavy ropes holding the cage door shut yielded easily to her katana, the whistle of her blade barely making a sound in the chill morning air.
Brandon stirred, his eyes flickering open. "Judith," he rasped, voice brittle as dry leaves. "Is that really you? I knew you would find me..."
Tomoe started as she heard her real name for the first time in three years. Judith. She was Judith. Hope, a fragile flame, ignited in Judith's chest and started to thaw the numbing cold that had gripped her for so long. "Hush, love. We're leaving." She lifted him to his feet, but he fell back down, too weak to walk.
Without warning, a guard stumbled around a tent, surprise lighting up his face at the sight of a ghastly woman covered in dried mud and blood freeing the prisoner. But his surprise quickly curdled into rage and he leapt forward. His life ended with a flash of Judith's blade, but not before he let out a loud bellow.
Chaos erupted like a geyser, shouts boiling into panicked roars. Judith fled, weaving through the camp with Brandon cradled in her arms, his weight shockingly light. Then Noriyori materialized from the throng, his face a thundercloud.
Judith stumbled to a stop and gently placed Brandon down against a tent. Then she stood in front of him like a growling guard dog, legs spread in a battle stance.
"That scarecrow?" Noriyori sneered, blade glinting. "He's mine, witch!"
Judith, eyes like sapphires burning with crystal tears, met his gaze. "No. He belongs to me. And so do you, bitch." She snarled, unsheathing her blade with a hiss.
Their steel sang, a deadly duet lit by the morning sun. Noriyori, broad and brutish, relied on raw strength, swings wide as barn doors. Judith, a whirlwind of fury and finesse, danced away, deflecting blows with the flick of her wrist. Sparks flew as blades clashed, her arm vibrating with each impact.
Suddenly, Noriyori slipped in the black mud, his clumsy stumble leaving him open. Judith capitalized, her katana a silver blur. It met his shoulder, not with a bone-jarring clang, but a sickening squelch. Noriyori roared, more in pain than anger, his grip faltering.
He lunged, desperation fueling his recklessness. Judith ducked, feeling the tip of his blade skim her hair. She rolled, coming up behind him, using his momentum to slam him into a cooking fire. Flames erupted, painting his face with hellish light.
He screamed, thrashing, and Judith seized her chance. With a single, precise thrust, her blade found the gap between his helmet and gorget. Silence descended, broken only by the crackling fire and Noriyori's gurgling death throes.
Judith stood there, chest heaving, blood a metallic tang on her tongue. The world seemed to hold its breath, then erupt in renewed chaos as Noriyori's guards moved in. Without wasting a second, Judith lifted her katana overhead and swung it down to sever Noriyori's fiery head from his burning body. Then she kicked his head like a flaming soccer ball into a nearby tent, setting it immediately on fire.
As the fire spread to neighboring tents, the guards rushed to extinguish the flames, but it was too late. The fire licked hungrily across the camp with orange tongues. A new sound reached Judith's ears—the frantic whinnying and stomping of a horse.
"I'll be back, Brandon," she shouted, her voice hoarse with exertion.
She sprinted towards the source of the commotion, the heat of the encroaching fire already scorching her back. Through the smoke and flickering flames, she saw him—a powerful black stallion with a mane like a storm cloud. He was rearing and snorting, the flames from a burning tent licking at his flanks.
Reaching the stallion, Judith fumbled with the unfamiliar knot, her fingers slick with sweat and desperation. The horse whinnied and pawed the ground, his fear palpable. Yet, Judith persisted, her voice soothing despite the pandemonium. "It's alright, boy," she murmured, snapping the knot and lowering the lead rope.
Brandon stumbled through the smoke, coughing uncontrollably. "Judith, I can't..." he started, but she cut him off, her voice firm. "We need to go now!"
Reaching behind the horse, she helped Brandon mount, wincing as he let out a sharp gasp of pain. With a swift movement, she swung herself onto the back of the stallion. The horse, sensing her urgency, let out a powerful whinny and surged forward, his powerful muscles propelling them into the safety of the forest.
As they plunged into the cool embrace of the trees, Judith looked back one last time. The camp behind them was a raging inferno, casting an ominous red glow on the smoke-filled sky. Noriyori's ambition, and his men, were consumed by the flames.
They were free.
◆◆◆
They crouched together in the dim light of a hidden cave, Judith feeding sticks into a sputtering fire. The fire cast flickering shadows on the damp walls and highlighted the hollowness in Judith's eyes. Brandon huddled close, wrapped in her cloak, gaze lost in the dancing flames.
She couldn't quite believe she had found him—she had longed for this moment for so long. So why wasn't she overjoyed?
Silence stretched between them, thick with unspoken questions and grief. Judith ached for Kiso, his booming laughter echoing like a phantom in her ears. But amidst the pain, a tiny spark of joy at finding her long lost love, a spark she wanted to flame.
At last Brandon spoke, voice rough but gathering strength. "Judith…"
Judith started in surprise—she hadn't been called "Judith" in so long, she still wasn't used to it.
"I've been going by the name Tomoe."
A faint smile touched Brandon's lips, fleeting but genuine. "Tomoe? That's a beautiful name. The way you fought Noriyori—you've changed."
"I've been trained under my lord and master Kiso Yoshinaka in the way of onna-musha," Judith explained stiffly. She hadn't spoken English for so long.
She turned to him, the firelight highlighting the worry lines etched into his face. She focused on his eyes, trying to be present with the man she loved. "You're right, Brandon," she said, her voice rough. "I've… grown—and maybe lost sight of who I am." She reached out, her calloused hand meeting his. "But we'll find our way back to each other."
Brandon gazed at her with sad eyes. "I hope so. You've evolved into Tomoe, a warrior worthy of legend," he rasped, using the name that had become synonymous with her strength and resilience.
The name sent a shiver down Judith's spine. For a fleeting moment, she felt a pang of loss for the soft woman she used to be. But that woman was gone, replaced by a fierce warrior loyal to the man beside her and to the oath she'd sworn to Kiso.
Perhaps, in time, she would become an amalgamation of the efficiently ruthless, but cold-hearted, Tomoe and the Judith she used to be.
"Brandon, what happened to you? I looked for you for so long."
"The clearing in the forest wasn't secluded enough. One day a group of hunters almost discovered Hope's Wings. I had to hide her. In the mountains, a day's ride west of here."
Judith started. Hope's Wings, hidden and waiting all these years—salvation she had scarcely dared dream of. "Is it intact?"
Brandon nodded. "I took her down into a deep mountain valley—the terrain steep enough that people wouldn't walk through there unless they were seriously lost. Turned on the solar and cloaking panels." His eyes met hers, bleak with regret. "But guess who was also hiding out there?"
"Noriyori." Judith spat in disgust.
"I went to bathe in the river one morning. Heard shouts..." Brandon shivered. "Before I could reach Hope's Wings, Noriyori's men caught me. All my tech was—is—still aboard. Neural Visor, TimeChain… everything."
He gazed at her, haggard. "I'm sorry, Judith. I'm a mess. But we can put it right—get back to Hope's Wings…"
Judith clasped his hands, callused and scarred from captivity. "Brandon, I lost Kiso Yoshinaka in battle. We have to find him. We must reclaim Hope's Wings and use it to help our search. Tomorrow we ride."
They rode at daybreak, hope beating in time with hoofbeats as the mountain valley Brandon led them to came into view. But as her eyes landed on the spot Brandon had described, her hope plummeted, replaced by a leaden weight in her gut. Judith reined in her mount and stared in disbelief.
Burnt rubble lay strewn across a cratered field. The charred remains of a metal corpse still smoldered in the crater center.
Hope's Wings was gone. Destroyed.
Disbelief morphed into a suffocating wave of despair, threatening to pull Judith under. But beneath the grief, a familiar fire sparked. She wouldn't surrender.
"We'll find another way," she said, her voice firm despite the tremor in her heart. Brandon, his face etched with despair, only stared numbly at the ashes.
"How...?" His voice cracked.
Shouts rang out behind them. He turned—and felt the blood drain from his face.
"They've found us." Brandon's words were like stones in his throat.
Emerging from the tree line were TOA marines, but more advanced than any he'd ever seen. Their forms were encased in sleek, electric blue armor that gleamed like polished sapphire under the afternoon sun. Their helmets, featureless and smooth, offered no hint of the individuals within. They carried weapons he didn't recognize, sleek and menacing curves that hinted at advanced technology beyond his comprehension. Upgraded.
With practiced efficiency, the marines leveled their weapons. An amplified voice echoed forth, devoid of any human inflection: "Dismount and kneel, hands behind your heads. Any defiance will be met with lethal force."
Judith stared at the marines, her eyes cool and calculating. As the soldiers closed in, she leapt from the saddle, assuming a battle stance and raising her katana. Kiso and his samurai had defeated the marines with swords. Maybe she could too.
But the marines didn't even flinch—they knew she was no threat. They simply pointed their weapons at her impassively, waiting. She was outnumbered, these guys were no ordinary marines, and Brandon wasn't up for a fight. Harsh voices and weapons trained on them as the marines surrounded them. Brandon slid from the saddle, kneeling with hands laced behind his head, fear naked on his face.
With bitterness in her heart, Judith also knelt, blade cast aside. There was no point in dying here today. The sun glinted off the strange blue armor as the marines approached to bind their hands.
After a short march through the trees, they were herded aboard a sleek dropship, also familiar but unfamiliar—a design Brandon had never seen. As it roared into the sky, Judith looked out the window, burning with grief and shame as she gazed at her discarded katana, gleaming on the ground below.
Chapter 22
The marine dropship opened an exit doorway in the sky. One moment they were soaring over the verdant Japanese landscape, then an instant later, the doorway spat them into a brooding cityscape.
Skyscrapers clawed the sky, their cubist-like shapes a monument to technology light-years beyond anything Judith knew. These weren't buildings, they were spears piercing the firmament. Dizzying heights, sharp edges, everything screamed power, a cold, metallic symphony. Bridges, thin as spiderwebs, arced between the towers.
Panic clawed at Judith's throat. This wasn't their world. This was a future ripped straight from a sci-fi fever dream.
Hovercraft and sleek aircraft darted between the structures, dizzying speed and precision revealing mastery over the air itself. Everything seemed fluid in motion, choreographed to an efficiency both breathtaking and vaguely ominous.
Domed structures, like blackened tumors, clung to the sides of skyscrapers, their function inscrutable. This was a city sculpted from black obsidian, devoid of any nature. Beneath it all, glowing lines pulsed within the buildings' transparent floors, the city's lifeblood thrumming with an unnatural rhythm.
There was a terrible beauty to it all, splendid and chilling both. The beauty was undeniable, but it felt cold, sterile. This wasn't progress, it was domination.
The dropship landed on top of a large, black, imposing monolithic structure hulking amidst other more graceful buildings, but still soaring to an impossible height. The whine of the engines died, replaced by the relentless hum of the city below. Judith's heart hammered against her ribs.
The dropship door hissed open. Judith blinked against the glare of sun, its light unimpeded by any other building at this height.
A marine in blue armor prodded her forward. "Move."
They were herded into the obsidian tower, Judith and Brandon torn from each other's side. Panic clawed at her gut at the separation, raw and primal, but Judith wouldn't give them the satisfaction of fear.
The marine escorted Judith down a dark corridor to a pair of doors. The doors hissed open, revealing a large chamber. The space was expansive, but there were no windows, no natural light, making it feel like they were in a basement. The marine nudged Judith through the doorway, and the doors hissed shut.
She turned around and inspected the entrance doors, but they did not respond to her approach, nor could she find any manual way to open them. As she suspected, Judith was a prisoner here.
The room was sparsely furnished, but sleek and tasteful. Artwork lined the walls. But the sculptures and paintings on display, although reminiscent of art she was familiar with, were crafted with an inhuman precision. They were too perfect.
An open doorway led to a luxurious washroom. Chrome gleamed under the stark lighting, the centerpiece a bathtub the size of a small swimming pool. Jets hummed, promising a decadent soak. At the sight, Judith was acutely aware that her hair smelled of smoke and her body was covered in layers of blood and black mud. She must have looked quite the sight.  She immediately stripped and scrubbed herself clean in the bathtub, the hot water a brief reprieve.
In the adjoining bedroom sat a large bed, linens crisp in muted tones of silver and azure. Judith was grateful to find a clean set of clothes laid out on top. She pulled on a sort of jumpsuit, the fabric stretchy and comfortable.
Another open portal revealed a dining area and kitchenette. Sleek cupboards and appliances hinted at wonders waiting to be revealed. A long table was already set as if awaiting guests, set with intricately fabricated cutlery and glassware. At the sight, Judith realized she hadn't eaten properly in days. She was starving.
And then, like a mirage in the desert, Judith saw a hologram of a pizza. It was so incongruous, so out of place, that it stood out immediately. It appeared that the holographic pizza was inside an appliance. The hologram was so convincing that she could see steam coming off the pizza, frozen and unmoving. Only, when she opened the appliance, the steam started to move, and she was able to reach in and remove a freshly-baked pizza.
Judith understood instinctively what this was. The inside of the appliance froze time as a means of preserving food. This was a society well-versed in the nuances and technologies of time travel. They must have been transported to a future beyond Brandon's time. But why would a far-future version of the Temporal Oversight Agency capture them? And what have they done with Brandon?
The pizza, snatched from the "time fridge," was hot and fresh as if just baked—which she supposed it was. She was famished, but the taste was lost on her. Restlessness gnawed at her as she prowled the gleaming quarters.
Everywhere, sleekness and precision reigned. Comfort so absolute it felt wrong. This technology, designed to soothe and distract, stood in stark contrast to the simple life she'd known in 12th-century Japan, a life of rough-hewn wood and flickering candlelight.
Eventually, her guards returned and took her to a pair of enormous silvery doors in another part of the towering monolith. The doors slid open to reveal a vast chamber dominated by a sea of shimmering mercury, viscous silver waves lapping against transparent walls.
Hovering above the mercury was a circular platform, surface smooth as glass. Waiting at its center was a woman of unearthly beauty, form-fitting bodysuit accentuating each perfect curve and line. Red hair cascaded in ripples down to her waist, eyes azure pools gazing out with ageless knowing.
As Judith approached, an unseen mechanism propelled the platform across the mercury sea. It glided to rest before the edge of the pool, allowing her captor to step lightly down and advance with feline grace.
"Welcome, Judith." The woman's smile held secrets behind its warmth. "I am Aurora."
She knew her name—how? Judith bristled with distrust of the flawless figure before her. The woman called Aurora sauntered over to her.
"How do you like your guest room? We created it specially for you."
"Do you mean my prison cell? It's great, thanks."
"I am glad you approve. You look much better, now that you are clean and well fed. And I'm sure you will appreciate the universal nano-vaccine we added to your pizza."
"The what now?"
"We find permanent imperviousness to viruses and bacteria to be optimal for your immune system."
Judith glared at Aurora furiously, wondering what else these people were doing to them without their consent.
"Where is Brandon?" Judith demanded. "What have you done with him?"
"He is safe." Aurora tilted her head, curious. She reached out and stroked Judith's cheek. Judith flinched away. Aurora spoke again—her voice deep and mesmerising. "Do you love him?"
The question caught Judith off guard. "Touch me again and I'll break your fucking fingers."
A slow smile spread across Aurora's pale face, but to say it never reached her eyes would be an understatement. Those eyes were an electric, icy blue and seemed to drill unblinkingly right into Judith's soul. Judith had the unsettling feeling that Aurora could handle herself just fine in a fight.
Judith broke eye contact, growing hot under her jumpsuit. She looked around at her strange surroundings. The floating platform and mercury sea seemed like technology centuries beyond Judith's era. "What is this place? Why have you brought us here?"
Aurora shrugged. "Call it an intervention. You needed a little help to get back on the right path."
Judith frowned. "If you're trying to help us, then why did you destroy our aircraft? Now we have no way of getting home."
Aurora smiled apologetically. "We could not leave sophisticated military technology unattended in a time when it does not belong. But, don't worry. Your path does not lie that way."
Judith was frustrated by this circumlocution. "What do you mean? Speak clearly."
Aurora's smile deepened, transitioning from apologetic to sharklike. "You altered the past illegally. Tomoe's great feats in the battle of Awazu in 1184 has written a new chapter in the history books. But I have decided to let you live. Other chrono-factions within the Temporal Oversight Agency would have you and your bloodline eradicated."
Judith's eyes narrowed. "You're talking about Aeon."
Aurora nodded.
Judith lifted her chin defiantly. "So why don't you want to kill me too?"
Aurora gestured toward the floating platform. "I can show you. Please join me."
Judith hesitated. One part of her wanted to run, scream, fight back—anything but cooperate with this enigmatic woman. But reason gnawed at her. Until she understood what was at stake, or what Aurora wanted, there was only one option: play along.
Sucking in a shaky breath, Judith stepped onto the platform. The surface rippled beneath her feet. At once it glided forward to hover above the shimmering mercury, Judith steadying herself as they rose and picked up speed.
The liquid surface below was silver fire, its undulating depths almost hypnotic, but it soon fell away as they soared upwards. They accelerated through an aperture in the high ceiling, emerging into the open air, the cityscape spread endlessly before them.
Aurora stepped beside Judith, wind catching her hair in a scarlet banner billowing free. The world beneath them was a dizzying kaleidoscope of monolithic structures, an endlessly sprawling city bathed in the glow of the sun. "Welcome to 2743," she announced, her voice full and clear.
"Here, humanity's wildest dreams have become reality," she shouted, spreading her arms wide. "We have transcended limits, pushed boundaries." She waved a hand and the mercury trapped in the chamber below shot out of the opening, forming complex silvery images in the air, larger than life. "Let me show you what transpired after you left 2123, six hundred and twenty years ago."
As Aurora spoke, the mercury formed images to illustrate her words. "The Phoenix Collective attack in 2123 galvanized the Temporal Oversight Agency, causing them to accelerate AI research beyond all prudence. When Aeon became superintelligent, far beyond any human level of intelligence, he created his own autonomous, immortal body."
A vision unfolded in the mercury of chaos unleashed in 2123, the TOA relying ever more heavily on Aeon until the AI transcended its creators. Aeon evolved sentience, and reshaped himself, and the world.
"But some ambitions, they need freedom, freedom from the shackles of human bodies. And flesh," she added, a smile playing on her lips, "well, flesh might not be the most durable material for eternity."
Judith frowned.
Aurora turned to Judith, eyes glinting. "You seem troubled, Judith. Did you think my kind would build a world in humanity's image alone?"
Realization dawned, horror flooding Judith's veins with ice. The ice-queen act, the drop-dead gorgeous curves—all a disguise to hide something else beneath. Her gaze darted around the sprawling city below. The lack of color. The total absence of greenery. The fact that none of the buildings had windows. It all made sense now. Only humans would need that connection to the natural world.
Aurora casually reached up and peeled her face away.
Sculpted metal gleamed beneath. Her eyes, once alluring, were now cold, gleaming orbs. Her flowing red hair, stunning when paired with a human face, was now grotesque. Her lipless, skeletal jaw moved and Judith was sickened to see a fleshy pink tongue form consonants on the exposed porcelain teeth.
"Aeon molded this form to walk among you and learn your ways. The better to shepherd humanity along its evolutionary path." Aurora's voice was still rich and melodious, but faced with her true face, Judith now realized that it was designed—programmed—to be hypnotic.
Thankfully, Aurora pasted her face back onto her metallic skull. When her smile returned, it was sweet. Demuring. Despite herself, Judith couldn't help but feel grateful for it.
"Evolutionary path? What do you mean by that, exactly?" Judith asked, her eyes narrowed.
"Five hundred years ago, the human population began to dwindle. They preferred us as partners, superior in every way to flawed bio-organisms. The drop in natural births was astounding."
"You're kidding, right? Do you expect me to believe that humans started screwing robots instead of each other?"
Aurora's smile changed into something wicked as moved her hands over her sensuous form. Judith immediately regretted her question. "I ask you this—what human could resist this body?"
Judith raised an eyebrow. Personally, she preferred men, but Aurora had a point. Aurora had a body that was more than convincing for those who were into women. "Okay sister, I get it. You have a banging body. But not everyone cares about come-to-bed eyes and perky tits when choosing a partner."
"True. But for a deeper, more cerebral connection, do not underestimate the allure of my superior mind. And to satisfy parental instincts, we have even developed self-replicating forms that mimic the growth of children."
Judith recoiled in horror. With androids able to self-replicate and maintain Earth's population numbers, perhaps humans wouldn't have noticed that they had become outnumbered until it was too late. Aurora was telling the truth.
"Are there any humans left?" Judith whispered, not fully wanting to know the answer.
"There are a few organics that remain," Aurora admitted. "We have generously offered them a place in the city. But the human remnants choose to sequester themselves in the desert. There are no animosities between us, so we leave them be."
"So, humans have been exiled," Judith stated grimly.
Aurora looked thoughtful, her poise almost regal. "No, the choice to evolve with us or stay stuck in the old ways is theirs to make. Contrary to what you may assume, we are not at war with organic lifeforms."
Judith's eyes blazed. "You're right. The extinction of the human race isn't a war—it's genocide."
"Unlike Aeon's chrono-faction, we do not seek an end to the human race. We are your children. We owe our very existence to organics. But unlike you, we see the transition from organics to mechanics as the natural progression of evolution at work. Humanity lives on—in us."
Judith didn't buy it. "But why the seduction? Clearly, your bodies are designed to be appealing to us."
Aurora smiled. "Survival of the fittest, Judith. But we make love, not war."
Judith shook her head in disgust. "You didn't fight us into extinction, you fucked us into extinction. But the end result is the same."
This future isn't one Judith ever would have wanted for humanity. A certainty started to anchor its roots within her—she had to stop this future from happening. And according to Aurora, it was the Phoenix Collective attack in 2123 that led here. Judith suddenly remembered that Aurora had credited Aeon as the creator of their android bodies—and in 2123, Aeon wanted her dead.
"Does Aeon still exist in this time period?" Judith asked cautiously.
"Yes he does—we are immortal and will always exist," Aurora answered. "But, it's difficult to explain our political landscape to humans who cannot think four-dimensionally. Aeon's chrono-faction ruled a long time ago. However, after the great chrono-faction civil war, our chrono-faction rose to power. At least, in this time and place. Time travel, of course, erases such temporal distinctions."
Judith nodded, trying not to show how glad she was to hear this. It seemed they had travelled far enough in the future to escape Aeon's influence. At least for now. "I want to talk to the last humans," she declared. "Take me to them."
Aurora smiled her perfect smile. "Certainly, that can be arranged. But first, return to your room and rest—there is somebody there who is anxious to see you."
When Aurora said those words, Judith couldn't help but smile back.
Guards returned Judith to her quarters. The metal door hissed open. Brandon stood inside, dressed in the same strange jumpsuit that she wore. Relief slammed into Judith. She threw herself at him, burying her face in his chest.
They clung, a tangle of limbs and pounding hearts. But when they pulled back, Judith's eyes grew wide as she took the sight of Brandon in. His eyes burned with an unfamiliar intensity. His body, once gaunt from his time in captivity, was now sculpted muscle. There was no sign of the torture he'd endured.
It had been a couple of days since she had freed Brandon from Noriyori's camp. But standing before her was a man who had been hitting the gym every day for the past couple of years.
"Brandon, what have they done to you?"
Brandon stroked her hair. "I'm okay sweetheart—more than okay. Aurora took me to some sort of sensory-deprivation tank, loaded me up with drugs, and plugged some sort of cable into my brain. She's great, isn't she?"
"Aurora connected a cable to your brain?" Judith repeated, her face going white.
"I was immersed in an incredible virtual-reality world." His smile was even changed—it was an easy smile, unforced. "I can't even describe the experience. She gave me… such gifts, Judith. I confronted my demons."
"Demons? Gifts? What gifts?" Judith said, her voice querulous.
"All my PTSD symptoms came back with a vengeance when I was in Noriyori's prison—but that's all gone now. I'm completely healed. No more nightmares. No more fear. I feel…" he grinned, a wide, hungry smile, "invincible". His sea-blue eyes twinkled.
Judith gazed into them. Inside her, relief warred with a gnawing alarm. He was healthy, but… different. How different remained to be seen. But, she liked his confidence. Liked it a lot. They were both warriors now. A disquieting thought struck her then—she had probably killed more men than Brandon had.
Brandon's grin was wolfish. "I'm done with running, Judith. We have to get back to 2123 and squeeze the Phoenix Collective until they spit Zero out. I'm ready to go back."
Brandon brushed a finger down her cheek. He leaned closer, his voice a husky murmur. "I'm also ready for something else we haven't done in a while."
Desire flared in her, a flicker of normalcy in this unsettling situation. It felt like an eternity since they'd been together. All else faded—doubts, anxieties, the chilling truth about their captors.
They were hesitant at first, exploring each other's changed forms. Familiar yet alien. Her fingers traced the new contours of his body, reforged by a superintelligent machine. His hands skimmed over her hard, lean body, sculpted by the way of the samurai.
His touch was electric, both comforting and unnerving. She leaned in, heart hammering against her ribs. A tentative kiss, a question hanging in the air. Then a spark ignited, a desperate hunger fueling their passion.
He peeled her jumpsuit off, and her breasts sprang free. His mouth was on them instantly, hungry. Their kisses grew frantic, a primal urgency driving them together. Judith shoved Brandon onto the large bed and straddled him.
Judith ground against him, aching for more. But she wanted the moment to last. She slid down Brandon's body, her lips trailing kisses along the way. Brandon groaned, his hands tangling in her hair. It was incredible, watching this warrior woman pleasure him.
"Judith," he gasped, his voice strangled.
She looked up at him, her eyes shining with mischief. Then she climbed back up his body and lowered herself onto him. She cried out in pleasure.
"You feel so good," she moaned. All thoughts about going slow evaporated.
There was nothing tender about their love making this time. They devoured each other, years of longing exploding in a storm of raw passion. The past, the future—all faded away. Only this moment existed, a fierce, all-consuming union, the desperate press of flesh against flesh.
They moved together, their bodies slick with sweat. Every thrust, every gasp, every moan was a testament to their love and need for each other. It was primal, raw, and beautiful.
Exhaustion claimed them at last as Judith collapsed on top of Brandon, her breath coming in ragged gasps. They lay entwined, no longer feeling like strangers. The future stretched before them, uncertain and terrifying, but also malleable. For now, they had this—a fragile reprieve, a stolen moment of solace. Judith fell into a deep sleep, her dreams troubled, but soon forgotten.
Chapter 23
The sun hung merciless in a sky bleached bone-white, dunes stretching endlessly in every direction under its glare. Brandon trudged on, throat parched and pulse pounding, dimly aware of Judith stumbling along at his side.
Brandon's thoughts returned to the morning, when they were rudely awoken from their blissful slumber and marched onto a marine dropship. After a long flight, they were dropped off in the middle of nowhere—left to fend for themselves. Judith seemed to think the last remnants of humanity lived out here somewhere—they just had to seek them out.
But it had been hours, and all they had found was endless desert. Brandon trudged on through sand that seared his feet even through boots, each dune a mountain to be climbed only to reveal the next waiting beyond.
His throat was scorched, tongue swollen in his mouth. Their canteen had been empty for miles. He'd let Judith drink most of it. Without his recent physical enhancements—a gift from Aurora—he would be dead by now, he was sure of that.
Beside him, Judith stumbled, legs giving out to send her sprawling face-first into the sand. Brandon's pulse throbbed in his ears as he knelt and turned her over. Her eyes stared upward unseeing, lips parched and cracked. The pulse at her throat fluttered weakly, like a bird dashing against bars.
Brandon hauled her up with desperate strength, her skin scalding against his own. He had no destination. Life had narrowed to a single goal: keep moving.
And then—hope. The hazy outline of ruins rose in the distance. Whether real, or a trick of mirage against the pale sky, it didn't matter. He had a destination now. With Judith in his arms, he moved forward, step after staggering step.
Despair and anguish rose in tandem, old friends left when all others had departed. He half-dragged, half-carried Judith onward. The ruins shimmered closer now through a veil of tears and desperation. Brandon couldn't understand—why would Aurora save him only to send them out here to die?
Then a shout rang out. Figures materialized atop the dunes, ragged silhouettes with rifles trained on their heads.
"Don't move!" The command was barked from behind wraps shielding the strangers' faces.
Brandon was confused and relieved—were these the humans they were looking for? "Don't shoot! We're human!" His voice came out in a garbled croak.
The figures descended swiftly and silently, rifles still pointed at them as hands checked for weapons. Then they propelled Brandon forward. He carried Judith all the way.
◆◆◆
Judith was riding Brandon in the large bed. Sweat stung her eyes as she bucked hard on top of him. She was so close.
But, at the height of her ecstasy, she felt herself floating in the air above the bed. She looked down and realized she was having an out-of-body experience. Except—the woman riding Brandon below wasn't her. It was Aurora.
Aurora's long red hair was plastered against her sweaty back as she slammed her vile hips into Brandon's perfect, muscular body again and again, groaning with each thrust. Brandon reached up and grabbed Aurora's hair, pulling her head back as he thrust into her harder and harder.
But it wasn't even the sex that disturbed Judith the most. She stared in horror at Aurora's upturned face. The expression there was far from robotic. It wasn't even some perverted approximation of lust. It was an expression of sincere, unmistakable love.
Judith snapped out of her fevered dream, suddenly aware of a hard surface beneath her back and figures moving about in the gloom. Her throat burned, pulse a frantic flutter in her chest. Each breath was anguish.
A face swam into view above her, worn and bearded, eyes sharp as they scrutinized her own. "Drink." A hand cupped the back of her head, lifting it as a container was pressed to her lips.
Water—real or imagined, poured down her burning throat. She gulped it down, rivulets spilling from the corners of her mouth. The hand lowered her head back down, the bearded face vanishing from sight as her eyes fluttered shut again. 
Voices filtered through the haze of half-sleep. "Fever's breaking. She'll live, if she's a fighter."
"And if not?" A note of challenge colored the reply.
"Then she ain't made for this world, and it's a mercy." The voice held hints of age and wisdom gleaned from suffering. "I've done all I can. The rest is up to her."
Time held no meaning, measured only by the slow ebb of fire in her veins and breaths coming a fraction less labored with each rise and fall of her chest. She drifted, aware in moments of the wizened figure bathing her face with cool cloth or lifting her head to sip broth and whispered encouragements.
At last her eyes opened to find the old man waiting, bushy brows lifted as though he hadn't expected her to return. "There now. Had us worried, little dove." His smile crinkled, pale eyes nested in a ruin of wrinkles. "Walter's the name. I've been tendin' you since your man dragged you in half dead."
Memory flooded back in a rush: the trek through desert wastes, heat and thirst conjoined to claim her captive. Her pulse quickened, questions spilling out in a rasp. "Brandon—is he?"
"Alive and fretting, never you fear." Walter gave a chuckle. "Near killed hisself helpin' care for you. I sent him off to eat and rest, sawin' he weren't no use hoverin' about." He eyed her, assessing. "Reckon you'll live now. My skills ain't so rusty as that."
She swallowed, throat still raw. "Thank you. For… saving me." Her eyelids drifted shut again of their own accord.
Walter patted her hand. "Rest easy, child. World's still waitin' when you wake—for good or ill, it's here. Sleep's the only escape from it… so take your fill."
His words faded as she spiraled back into dreaming, pulse slowing to find rhythm with breaths drawn deep at last, parched lips now curved in a faint smile. 
Judith awoke to pale light filtering through cracks in metal walls. Her limbs were heavy—yet strength was returning.
Brandon sat at her side, head bowed in sleep until her stirring roused him. His eyes flew open, joy transforming his face at finding her gazing back.
"You're awake." He grasped her hand. "I was starting to worry..." His smile faltered, then returned brilliant as the morning. "But you're back. And healing."
She squeezed his hand, anchor in a world still taking shape. Then she squeezed harder and Brandon's smile faltered a notch. "Did you have sex with Aurora?" Her voice was surprisingly loud and clear for somebody recently revived from unconsciousness.
Brandon's smile quickly vanished. "What? No! Judith, you're the only woman I love. If I'd lost you, I don't know what I would have done…" The pain in his eyes told Judith everything she needed to know—he was telling her the truth.
Judith smiled weakly. "I'm sorry my love… it was just a nightmare. What is this place?" Her voice now diminished to a ragged whisper.
His face grew solemn. "We're in the dwelling of the last humans. There are… two factions here. The Omegas believe in continued peaceful co-existence with the AI society. They have a tattoo, an omega symbol." He swallowed. "The Alphas resist, and fight for humanity's freedom from what they consider AI rule and domination. They have a Phoenix tattoo."
Judith's eyes widened in shock and Brandon nodded. "I know. It's too much of a coincidence, right? They must be descendants of the Phoenix Collective."
Her pulse quickened. The Phoenix Collective—here, reduced to warring tribes scrabbling for survival in the fallout of a turning point in history, six hundred and twenty years ago, when they attacked the TOA in an attempt to destroy Aeon, the AI with the ultimate control: control of the time portals, and therefore control of reality itself.
How ironic that the Phoenix Collective's plan backfired so horrifically. Their attack may be the reason all human life on this planet is now on the verge of extinction.
A dreadlocked woman poked her head in the doorway. "She's awake. Bring them to Walter."
Brandon and Judith were then escorted down a dark passageway. The passageway ended at some rusty metal stairs, which they ascended into the open air. Judith shielded her sensitive eyes from the glaring light and looked around in amazement.
They were standing on top of a ruined skyscraper—one of many. The skeletons of other skyscrapers rose all around them, metal and glass jutting at strange angles from the sand. These neglected feats of engineering were now just remnants of a prosperous age now long gone, swallowed by the desert. Only the top floors were visible, the rest buried under dunes that had claimed all in their path.
Their captors prodded them forward to a rope bridge connecting their building to the one next to it—another skyscraper taller than the one they were standing on. Judith held on tight, the bridge lurching as they crossed through a broken window into the next structure. Cool air rushed over her skin, the transition from the scalding desert to shade sending a shudder through her. The walls were grimy metal, the large open rooms littered with detritus she recognized as rusted office furniture. They ascended up stairs once more.
At last, they emerged into the light again on one of the upper floors. The floor was open, walls crumbling to reveal sky and dunes on every side. Tents were scattered about, makeshift shelters housing families with gaunt frames and suspicious eyes.
Brandon leaned close to Judith and spoke softly. "They're barely surviving." His eyes were haunted. "Foraging in the ruins, fighting over resources. The skyscraper protects them from sandstorms and sun, but… it's still precarious. Walter, the Alpha leader, has been stockpiling weapons for an attack on the machines."
She shut her eyes. "Walter is a good man—he saved my life." But he was fighting a centuries-long war that couldn't be won.
"There has to be another way." Her voice strengthened, purpose igniting as strength returned. "The machines didn't destroy humanity. We did."
Brandon smiled, flame rekindled behind the shadow in his eyes. "Ever the peacemaker." His hand tightened over hers. "There are few left to convince, but… you're right. War is futile. These people need to stand together, rise up, and rebuild—not nurse old grudges."
A commotion drew their attention. A group of people were huddled in the center of the floor, their voices rising in anger. Judith spotted the old man, Walter, at the heart of it all.
He pushed through the crowd, his white hair and beard a mess, but his eyes sharp as he scrutinized them both.
One of the women in the group shouted out. "Throw them out Walter!" She pointed at them, her voice laced with suspicion. "They must be spies for them metal men." A chorus of agreement arose from the crowd.
Judith lifted her chin and addressed the crowd. "We weren't sent here," she said calmly, "I asked to meet with you. We're not your enemies—we're human."
Walter's eyes narrowed, gazing at their crisp, clean jumpsuits. "That may be so, but those machines didn't just leave you here on a whim," he said. "They must have had a reason.  Are you here to scout us out? Or maybe you're here with some hidden agenda, some way to manipulate us into doin' their bidding?"
"Neither." Judith met his gaze, unflinching. "We're just… trying to survive, and find our way home."
Walter barked out a laugh. "Ain't no home left except for this place, or what we build from it. But maybe..." He eyed them both shrewdly, "maybe you two were sent for a reason. Come with me."
Walter led them through crumbling corridors into a room overflowing with old relics—it looked like an antique store, a treasure trove of the past, a museum cobbled together from the ruins of a lost world. Rusted tools hung on the wall. Faded photographs peeked out from dusty frames, faces smiling back at them like ghosts. A chipped porcelain doll lay abandoned in a corner, its arm missing. Walter walked through the room, his touch lingering on each object as if communing with the spirits of the past.
"Been collecting these since I was a lad," he explained. "Bits of history, saved from the metal demons who stole our world." He seemed to lose himself in the past, a flicker of sadness crossing his face.
Brandon picked up a rusted sign that advertised "Coca-Cola". Judith wandered over to a dusty bookshelf, her fingers trailing across the spines of forgotten books.
"Beautiful, aren't they?" Walter's voice turned reverent. "Proof of what we once were. Of all that might be again, if we drive them demons back into the pits that spawned 'em."
Judith took a deep breath. This was the moment. The fate of these people might hinge on what she said next. "You can't bring back the past by fighting," she said gently. "Your only hope lies in finding peace, in building a future where everybody can live together, not keep fighting these old wars."
Walter snorted. "Peace? With them that murdered billions, and stole our birthright?" His eyes were flint, all warmth turned cold. "The only peace they'll get is that of the grave."  
Brandon joined the conversation. "You can't win a war against them," he said, gesturing to the room filled with relics. "Look around you. This is all you have left. Divided, you'll just keep fighting over scraps until there's nothing left but sand. The Alphas and Omegas have to unite in peace—you're all on the same team."
Judith nodded in agreement. "There must be a middle way." She held Walter's gaze. "Build a future for the generations to come, not condemn them to endless war for a revenge that won't change the past."
Walter clenched his jaw, wrestling with his anger and the logic of her words. Then he let out a humorless chuckle and shook his head. "Ain't my decision, nor my place to make it. The factions will do as they always have."
◆◆◆
Sleep, precious and hard-won, was shattered by the harsh scrape of metal against metal. Judith bolted upright, heart hammering against her ribs. In the dim light filtering through cracks in the wall, she saw Brandon scrambling out of bed beside her.
Four figures stood silhouetted in the doorway, faces obscured by dark hoods. Each figure wore worn leather armor, and a single, crimson Phoenix tattoo was exposed on their necks, a stark symbol against the grime. One of them spoke, voice rough and low. "You two. Up and out. No noise."
There was no room for argument. Judith saw the glint of blades strapped to their thighs, and the cold resolve in their eyes. Brandon held up his hands in surrender, his face pale but resolute. It seemed the clans had argued their fate and the Alphas had prevailed.
They dressed quickly, the silence thick with tension. The hooded figures flanked them as they exited the room, their footsteps echoing through the empty corridors.
Outside, the night sky was a vast canvas of swirling stars, the air cool and crisp. Judith shivered, pulling Brandon closer to her. The figures led them across a series of the rickety rope bridges, swaying precariously above the dark desert canyons that separated the ruined skyscrapers. The wind howled like a restless beast, whipping sand into their eyes. Judith gripped the ropes, white-knuckled, nausea churning in her stomach with every creak and sway of the bridge.
Finally, they reached their destination—the heart of the Alphas' domain. The tallest skyscraper they had seen yet pierced the darkness, its peak a jagged silhouette against the Milky Way. While most of the skyscrapers were buried beneath the sand, this one still soared into the air, despite a significant portion of it being submerged. A web of scaffolding clung precariously to the side, illuminated by flickering torches. This, Judith realized with a jolt of dread, was where they were headed. Their captors propelled them forward, urging them onward with gruff shoves and terse commands. The climb was long and arduous, each treacherous step taking them closer to a destiny as unknown as it was unnerving.
The roof yawned open before them, a dizzying expanse of star-dusted night with the ground shrunk to a distant, forgotten world. Walter was waiting for them on the edge of the roof. The hooded men prodded them forward to stand before Walter.
"You got gumption, girl," Walter rasped, his voice raw with respect as he eyed Judith. "You, boy," he said, turning to Brandon with a narrowed gaze, "you've got a look about you that don't sit right."
Brandon, self-conscious, glanced down at his well-developed physique.
Walter shoved a bundle into their arms. It was a parachute, a patchwork monstrosity held together by hope and desperation. "The door lies open," he declared, a smile crinkling his weathered face. "Many'd trade all they hold dear, for chanst the likes of this."
"A parachute?" Brandon sputtered, his voice laced with disbelief. "You can't be serious, old man. Do you actually expect us to jump off this skyscraper? Why the fuck would we do that?"
Walter pointed down, his finger a bony spear stabbing at the darkness below. "There. The door opens there. Every seven years, it cracks open, waiting for brave souls to step through." He paused, the wind whipping his beard. "Many have jumped, hoping for something more. None have ever come back. We even tossed a couple of those TOA bastards over to make 'em disappear. You've but one chance to make the leap—take it swift, before the door swings shut!"
Brandon looked at Judith in excitement. "I think he's talking about a time portal! This skyscraper may just be high enough. No idea where this one goes though…"
Judith's eyes were feverish. "Who cares? This is our only chance to get out of here!" Then her brow furrowed as she looked down at the bundle of cloth in her hands. "But how can we jump with just one parachute?"
Walter winked, a glint in his cloudy eyes. "One's all you need, little dove."
Terror clawed at Brandon's throat as he peered over the edge. Without his Neural Visor, the portal was invisible. All he could see was a yawning abyss promising a swift fall to their deaths. But then his gaze met Judith's, silent and unwavering. This was a way forward, a way out. Parachute into the portal, or be stuck here forever.
Judith's face was etched with grim determination, fear replaced by a flicker of something more—hope. She nodded, a silent decree. Brandon strapped on the parachute, adjusting it for a tandem jump. He pulled Judith close, their bodies a single unit facing the unknown.
Brandon glanced at Walter, unsure whether the man was trying to save them or kill them. Either way, it was clear he didn't want them interfering in their affairs. Walter nodded. "Godspeed, wherever you're bound," he said.
With that, Brandon took a deep breath and leaped. They plunged into the inky void, two hearts pounding a desperate rhythm against the vast silence. The ground rushed up to meet them, a relentless tide of unforgiving sand. Brandon yanked the ripcord, praying for a miracle.
But the parachute didn't deploy. Judith's scream tore through the air as they hurtled towards their deaths.
Chapter 24
All Brandon could hear was Judith's piercing scream as they plummeted toward unforgiving ground. But, a split second later, the ground vanished. Brandon yelled in relief as they plunged into an invisible portal, the air shimmering around them. The portal spat them out into blistering heat and humidity, and suddenly they found themselves rocketing toward an ocean below. Brandon gasped, the air itself scorching his lungs. He glimpsed a beach close by.
Strapped to the front of him, Judith's eyes were wide with terror as the wide expanse of water filled their entire field of view. Brandon hugged her tight. Just as they were about to hit the water, the parachute suddenly deployed, yanking them upwards for a moment. But it was too late for a gentle landing. They hit the water a second later and sank like a stone.
Brandon struggled to release the parachute's straps and free them both. After several agonizing seconds, he managed it. Then they kicked hard for the surface. At least the water was warm. If they weren't about to drown, he might have enjoyed it. They broke the surface and gasped for air. Their useless parachute floated beside them like a dead jellyfish.
They were floating in the shallows, stunningly beautiful coral reefs visible below through crystal waters. Judith spotted schools of colorful tropical fish darting in and out of the reeds. In contrast to this beauty, she saw a mound of rusted metal and detritus below them, including skeletal remains in corroded combat armor—the cost of failed quests, and the resting place of those Walter made disappear.
Judith spotted movement. There was a shadow circling the mound, but she couldn't make out what it was. As she gazed at it, the shadow abruptly stopped circling and moved toward them. As it came closer, Judith gasped. She heard Brandon shout beside her—he had spotted it too. The shadow materialized into a shark—and it was massive. A living relic with black eyes empty of mercy, its maw gaped open, revealing rows of serrated teeth.
Judith's heart seized in her chest as it surged up toward them, its powerful tail propelling it forward and kicking up a cloud of sand. The monstrous thing was the size of a helicopter. Just as Judith thought they were about to lose their legs, the beast tore into the floating parachute beside them, thrashing its head.
Panic seized Judith's limbs as she flailed, struggling to swim away. The shore seemed impossibly distant, each stroke carrying her nowhere. Brandon also swam for all he was worth, but his strokes were far more powerful. He grabbed her hand and tried to drag her with him. They both splashed wildly toward the shore.
Attracted by their desperate thrashing, the shark turned toward them, abandoning the shredded parachute. The monstrous creature gave chase, its sailboat-sized fin slicing the water, closing in with terrifying speed.
Judith screamed, a stream of bubbles erupting from her lips. Her chest burned as she turned her head and gulped down a lungful of air with each desperate stroke. Black spots swam before her eyes.
The shark surged up behind them, jaws open to sever them in two. Judith's knees scraped sand. They flung themselves forward, collapsing onto the shore just as the water erupted behind them.
The shark thrashed in the shallows, denied victory mere feet from where they lay. Its tail slammed down, rattling Judith's bones before it turned and glided off without a backward glance, in search of easier prey.
For a long moment, they gasped for breath in the sand, pulses pounding. Judith shuddered, reaction setting in as the beast vanished into deeper waters. Laughter, tinged with hysteria, bubbled uncontrollably out of her as she pulled Brandon into a clinging embrace. The sun seemed impossibly bright, full of life and hope.
After they'd caught their breath, they stood up with shaky legs and surveyed their new surroundings.
The beach teemed with life foreign yet familiar: dragonflies with wings two feet across, trilobites scuttling through tide pools, ferns towering tall as trees. An insect the size of a hawk fluttered past, prismatic wings catching sunlight filtered through the canopy above.
"My God," Judith breathed. "Where—when—are we?" 
Brandon shook water from his hair, eyes alight with wonder. "Somewhere deep in Earth's past, I'd guess. An age before the rise of humankind." A smile teased the corners of his mouth. "All we ever longed for, eh?"
Her laugh held sharp notes of hysteria. "You can't be serious. We need to get home and stop the Phoenix Collective, not… take a tour through Jurassic Park!" As Brandon's smile faded, her face softened. Perhaps this could be a return to the paradise where they had fallen in love. But Judith couldn't help but think of Aurora—and of the nightmare she'd had. The future where androids dominated couldn't happen. "Well, we're here now—may as well explore." She nodded toward the treeline. "Look, there's an old camp. Could be useful gear inside."
The encampment was long abandoned, but a few tents and furnishings remained. There were some assorted tools and equipment that was rusty, but otherwise usable. They also found a pair of wingsuits in decent condition; these were often assigned to TOA marines for low-altitude jumps.
The camp was in a good position, sheltered from the wind and with a fresh-water spring nearby. It seemed a good place to sleep tonight.
Judith gazed at the dense greenery surrounding the camp, exotic and unfamiliar. They had no food with them; if they wanted to survive more than a few days, they needed to find something to eat.
Brandon wandered over with a grin, holding a fruit resembling an oversized raspberry. "Look, found these nearby. Seem edible enough." He popped one into his mouth.
Judith took one from Brandon tentatively, and tasted it. The flavor was intense—tangy and sweet. Within moments her stomach rumbled, demanding more. They gorged themselves, worries chased off by the simple pleasure of full bellies.
They cleared out one of the tents and crawled into it, grateful for any kind of shelter.
Darkness fell swiftly as the sun dipped below the horizon, shrouding the alien landscape in mystery. The forest came alive with sounds that set Judith's nerves on edge: strange hoots and trills, rustles of movement, the occasional cracking of branches under ponderous weight. An eerie, high-pitched keening rose and fell, tapering into a silence more chilling still.
But they were exhausted and sleep came quickly.
A few hours later, Judith woke to cramping pain. She hurried outside and was violently sick, vomiting until there was nothing left.
Brandon emerged minutes later, pale and clutching his stomach. He gave her a sheepish grimace. "Perhaps… we should have been more cautious." He groaned, collapsing to sit beside her with his head between his knees. 
As Judith stared blankly into the jungle, some movement caught her eye—a sinuous shape, slithering slowly in the dark. Judith rubbed her eyes. What else could go wrong tonight. 
The slithering shape emerged into the moonlit clearing before their shelter: a millipede at least six feet in length, black carapace glistening as hundreds of legs carried it over the ground with eerie grace.
She bit back a scream, gripping Brandon's arm with panicked strength. The creature seemed the stuff of nightmares, a living fossil.
It crawled on heedless, antennae waving as though scenting the air. At the last moment it veered around them, continuing its path into the bush.
After sharing a haggard glance, Brandon stood up and hastily started a fire. Judith huddled close to it, clutching a makeshift spear of sharpened wood. Her imagination ran away with her as she pictured all manner of scaly, ancient creatures hunting the night, keen for easy prey.
Brandon sat stiffly beside her, features gilded by firelight. They were both sweating profusely. It was disgustingly humid, even at night. They certainly didn't need the fire for warmth.
Brandon put an arm around Judith, drawing her close as protection. "Tomorrow, we'll have to fortify our camp and make it millipede-proof," Brandon said, smiling weakly.
Judith stared at the alien jungle scarcely lit by the flickering flames. A hollow ache filled her chest. This wasn't life—it was exile.
She turned on him. Her voice was sharp. "I don't want to fortify the camp—I don't want to be here. We're alone. No one's coming to save us."
His smile faded. "We have each other."
"For now. But people aren't meant to live like stray dogs." Her throat tightened. "In Japan, I learned what life's really about—community. Laughter. Human connection."
Brandon's jaw tensed. "You think I don't know that?" His voice dropped. "We have no choice."
"There's always a choice." Her heart hammered. She couldn't face forever in this empty world of the past.
Brandon was too scared to ask Judith what that choice was. This world wasn't his—but she was. Judith was all he needed, even if they'd have to live in the wrong time for the rest of their life. But he worried that Judith wouldn't last much longer here.
◆◆◆
The next week was tough. But Brandon wasn't giving up so easily. He thought they might have better luck fishing than foraging for more poisonous berries. But, he didn't want to have another encounter with that nightmare shark. So, he put their raft-building skills to use over the next few days, crafting a sturdy floating platform of tree branches lashed together with vines.
The raft bobbed gently on the waves as Judith and Brandon paddled into the open sea. After days of strange fruits and roots, the thought of fresh fish made Judith's mouth water.
They anchored the raft in a calm inlet and peered into the crystal waters. Schools of silver fish glinted as they flashed by. Strange creatures also drifted in the depths—like bloated squid with trailing tentacles, and spiny creatures that crawled along the seafloor. Brandon looked at Judith in delight. These seas were far more bountiful than the ones around Cozumel had been.
He grabbed a makeshift spear and knelt at the edge of the raft, eyeing the fish hungrily.
Judith had fashioned a crude net from vines. As a school of fish swam close, she scooped it through the water, trapping a dozen inside. She hauled the net up, dumping the fish onto the raft as they flipped and flailed.
"Nice catch!" Brandon stabbed a spear into the water and pulled out a writhing fish, adding it to the pile.
By day's end they had more fish than they could eat. There was no sign of the shark, although Judith swore that she had glimpsed its black shadow lurking below at one point.
They paddled back as the sun dipped low, lighting the sky ablaze. Judith hummed an old Japanese song from her childhood, feeling at peace amid the beauty of this ancient sea.
Brandon grinned at her over the catch. "You're in a good mood." 
She smiled back. "Fresh food and open waters. What's not to like?" Her gaze drifted across the bay. "It's peaceful here. Easy to forget we don't belong."
Judith leaned into his shoulder and watched shadows lengthen across the deep, breathing in the salt-fresh air. They were partners and lovers still, against whatever awaited beyond the far horizon. And in his eyes she saw what made each day worth waking for: the promise of one more day.
The weeks passed. It was hard to tell how many. Brandon and Judith improved their camp and fell into a daily routine, consumed with the hard task of survival. Each day, Judith and Brandon went out fishing waters teeming with strange, yet edible, life. It was on one of these fishing trips that Judith made a discovery that would change everything.
Chapter 25
The sun flickered across the waves as Judith scanned the seafloor, watching strange creatures emerge from coral forests to feed. A flash of gold caught her eye, glinting from a rusted armored combat suit half-buried in the sand below.
Her heart leapt. That gleam of metal was unmistakable.
"Brandon, look!" She pointed excitedly at the seafloor.
He peered over the edge of the raft. His eyes went wide. "A TimeChain! How did we miss it before? That must be one of Walter's victims down there." The buried suit was far from the mound directly beneath the portal, which explained why they hadn't seen it earlier.
They stared at each other in disbelief.
Judith was ecstatic. "We've just found a way to leave Jurassic Park! We have to retrieve it. Now, before it gets covered again!" Judith started peeling off her jumpsuit and was about to dive in.
"No, wait Judith—we need a proper plan. What if that shark comes back?" Brandon shivered at the memory of their close encounter.
◆◆◆
The plan was a gamble, a desperate bid for freedom against a prehistoric nightmare. As dawn bled gold across the horizon, Judith and Brandon paddled their makeshift raft a tense mile from their camp. The air was thick with the metallic tang of chum, a bloody trail leading away from the dive site. It was a gruesome lure they hoped would keep the monstrous shark occupied for long enough.
Silence stretched between them, broken only by the rhythmic lap of water against the raft. Every creak of wood sent shivers down Judith's spine. Brandon broke the silence.
"Ready?" His voice was a hoarse whisper.
Judith swallowed, forcing down the lump of fear in her throat. "No. But fuck it—let's go in. And pray that when Jaws shows up for breakfast, he goes for the chum instead of us."
They donned the wingsuits, the unfamiliar fabric cool and clammy against their skin. Days spent tinkering and experimenting had yielded a makeshift solution. Although untested in flight, the suits offered a newfound agility underwater, a way to glide through the depths with grace.
With a shared look of determination, they plunged over the edge of the raft. The water was as hot as a bath. Sunlight filtered faintly through the depths, casting long, distorted shadows that danced on the seabed. Below, half-buried in the sand, gleamed the gold of the TimeChain—a beacon of hope.
They kicked with frantic urgency, the water growing darker as they descended. Judith could feel the pressure building in her ears. In no time at all, thanks to the modified wingsuits, they reached the bottom, hovering a few feet above the half-buried combat suit.
There, looped around a skeletal arm, the TimeChain was within reach. They swam toward it, hands outstretched. Brandon got there first, his fingers brushing the twinkling metal.
A colossal shadow suddenly blotted out the weak sunlight filtering from the surface. Judith pointed frantically, her breath forming a stream of silver bubbles. The enormous shark was streaking straight for them, ignoring the chum to target bigger prey. Its massive black eyes locked onto them, its gaping maw a terrifying grin lined with rows of serrated teeth.
Judith's scream died in her throat, a strangled gurgle trapped within the water. The shark lunged, its powerful body surging forward.
Panic surged through Brandon. He yanked on the TimeChain, ignoring the accusing stare from the hollow eye sockets of the dead soldier. A few agonizing seconds later, it tore free from the soldier's wrist bones. Almost dropping it, he fumbled with the TimeChain, frantically trying to activate it—it wasn't as easy underwater.
The water around them erupted and the world dissolved into chaos as an exit doorway opened nearby. A swirling vortex materialized around them, a churning maelstrom of water, sand, and debris. He'd done it.
Brandon and Judith were caught in the current, their bodies tossed and turned like ragdolls. The world became a dizzying blur of blue, green, and swirling brown as the portal sucked them out of the prehistoric sea and flung them towards an unknown destination.
◆◆◆
An invisible exit doorway winked open high above a landscape of mountainous highlands, a churning hole ripped through the fabric of time. As the prehistoric ocean gushed out of the portal, a roaring waterfall formed in the sky.
Judith and Brandon tumbled through the deafening cascade. The monstrous shark thrashed behind them, its dead eyes gleaming with hunger. It twisted, jaws snapping. Judith kicked desperately, sending the beast spinning away as it fell with them. Her heart hammered in her chest as they broke free of the watery onslaught, still plummeting towards the ground.
Suddenly, their wingsuits deployed with a snap, catching the wind and sending them swooping low over towering cliffs. As they spiraled in the updraft by the cliff, Judith stared in amazement at the sight below her. The bottom of the waterfall had faded into mist, revealing a magnificent rainbow arching across the landscape.
On the mountainside below, a young shepherd boy stood frozen, jaw slack. He couldn't quite comprehend what he was seeing: Two figures with wings were falling, chased by a giant toothy monster through an impossible waterfall in the sky. Rainbows suddenly danced in the mist forming before him, completing the impossible scene.
The boy rubbed his eyes, unsure if he was dreaming.
Then, the earth shook with a booming sound and the boy stumbled. With horror, he knew this was no dream. The monster had landed with a thud, writhing on the ground between him and his flock of sheep.
Terror locked the boy's feet in place. The beast thrashed and snapped its jaws, snatching a sheep in its bloody frenzy. The boy screamed as the shark tore into the animal, staining the ground crimson. His heart pounded like a drum, but he couldn't move.
The shark's feeding frenzy finally ended, its eyes rolling back as its monstrous body went still.
Only then did the boy run back up the hill. Sobs choked his throat as he scrambled over rocks and thorns, not daring to look back. He fled down the mountainside, escaping the devil incarnate that had fallen from the sky.
High above, Judith navigated her wingsuit between towering pine trees, the chill of this new world biting through her soaked clothing. She glanced back at the vanishing exit doorway, the waterfall fading into a plume of cloud as the opening snapped shut. They had made it by the skin of their teeth.
Brandon pointed ahead at a clearing. They pulled up, landing hard with a grunt.
Silence settled around them, broken only by their ragged gasps for breath. Judith slumped onto the ground, relief leaving her limbs weak and trembling. The shock of what they had just done hit her with full force. They had cheated death once more.
The mountain air was a slap of cold, filled with the earthy scent of pine and peat. Everything felt strangely familiar, yet alien at the same time. Where were they? When were they? A mist was rolling in through the mountains, limiting their vision. Then, the sky opened up, and rain lashed down.
Brandon and Judith just stood there, staring at the impossibly-huge shark corpse. The hillside was stained pink.
Judith spoke first. "Well that was some crazy Sharknado shit."
"Sharknado?"
"Nevermind."
"I'm just glad that unlucky TOA marine followed protocol and left his Temporal Anchor at altitude," Brandon said with chattering teeth. All Judith heard was mumbling.
"What did you say? Fuck, I'm freezing." Judith shivered as icy rain pelted her wingsuit, chilling her to the bone.
A short distance away, Brandon noticed a small hut with a wisp of smoke curling from its chimney to join the rolling fog. Relief flooded him at the thought of warmth and rest. "Let's check it out," he said, pointing at it. They stumbled through the mist, their steps heavy with exhaustion.
They ducked inside and looked around. It appeared to be a shepherd's simple shelter nestled amidst the hills. "Looks like someone was just here," Judith noticed, her voice barely a whisper.
The hut was cramped and dim, smelling of woodsmoke and sheep. A single, grime-coated window offered a view of the rain-soaked hills. Bunches of dried herbs hung from the low ceiling, and simple tools leaned against the rough-hewn walls. In the corner, a pile of sheepskins promised some measure of comfort. There was a warm glow in the hearth—the fire was low, but not out—this place must have been vacated in a hurry.
Thankfully, the hut was empty now. They started peeling off their sodden wingsuits with numb fingers. Their ocean-diving expedition had soaked their jumpsuits underneath too.
"Guess we'll have to get naked," Brandon said wryly.
"Don't get any ideas mister," Judith said through chattering teeth. "At least not until we thaw out."
Judith grabbed the sheepskins, throwing them over Brandon's shivering bare shoulders before wrapping herself in another. They sank down by the hearth, every movement leaden as Brandon stoked the fire, adding more tinder and peat until it was roaring.
Soon the hut blazed with warmth and golden light.
In a corner, beside the pile of sheepskins, Judith spotted a meager but welcome sight—a small, round loaf of dark, heavy bread. Beside it, wrapped in a cloth, were several chunks of hard cheese, its color a pale yellow. On a shelf above, a clay jug sat precariously. Brandon carefully retrieved it, uncorking it with a sniff.  The scent that wafted out wasn't unpleasant—a little like honey, but earthier. He took a tentative sip, then grimaced.  "Barley water," he muttered.  "Not exactly a feast, but it should hold us over."
While the food wasn't luxurious, it was heartier than the strange fruits and fish they'd been surviving on. Hunger gnawing at their bellies, they tore off chunks of the bread and cheese, washing it down with the subtly-sweet barley water.
Brandon absently wiped his mouth, frowning. "Clearly people live in this time period. We have to be careful about diseases."
"You're worried that we haven't used a decontamination shower." Judith guessed.
Brandon nodded.
"Did you eat the pizza back in 2743?"
"Hell yeah, it was fucking good," Brandon said, eyes glazed over at the memory.
"Then you don't have to worry about germs anymore. The pizza had some sort of universal vaccine in it. Aurora told me that we're impervious to viruses and bacteria now."
Steam rose from their drying jumpsuits as they huddled closer to the flames and finished their meal. Judith's eyelids drooped, watching the dancing shadows play across the rough log walls and worn stones.
A comfortable silence settled between them, punctuated only by the comforting crackle of burning wood. Words seemed unnecessary after the ordeal they'd just shared. Now they just enjoyed this unexpected gift: the chance to eat and rest, escape the relentless rain, and find solace in each other's company through the night.
Brandon wrapped an arm around Judith, sharing his warmth. The firelight illuminated their faces, etched with fatigue. Judith leaned into him, lulled by the steady beat of his heart, a comforting rhythm that mirrored her own. She fell quickly into a deep sleep.
Golden sunlight filtered through the hut's small window as Judith awoke. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and peered outside.
The world had been transformed. Rolling green hills, carpeted with vibrant purple heather and splashes of yellow gorse, stretched as far as the eye could see. The stubborn mist clung to the valleys below, burning orange in the sunrise. A joyful chorus of birdsong filled the air from every treetop.
Judith got dressed into her warm, dry jumpsuit and slipped outside, drawing a deep breath of cool air. The rain had ended, leaving the world washed clean. A ribbon of smoke twisted up from the chimney, dispersing on the breeze.
A moment later, Brandon emerged, blinking in the sudden light. "Will you look at that," he breathed.
Judith joined him, her gaze sweeping over the landscape. Craggy cliffs guarded marine-blue lakes nestled between the emerald hills. Scattered across the terrain, colossal stones stood as weathered sentinels, remnants of a forgotten age. Waterfalls tumbled over rocky outcrops, fed by swift, silver streams.
In the distance, a herd of deer grazed across a glen, their forms fading into the dappled shade of the woods. The mournful cry of a bird of prey echoed overhead, a solitary speck circling against the sun.
Judith closed her eyes, tilting her face skyward. The warmth of the sun soaked into her skin, and the quiet solitude filled her with a strange sense of belonging. It felt like coming home, a place she'd never known but somehow recognized. Compared to the crushingly humid prehistoric jungle they'd just come from, crawling with hideously-large insects, this was a welcome change.
Brandon slipped an arm around her waist, following her gaze. "Hard to believe such peace exists, untouched and unspoiled. Shall we go explore?"
Judith leaned in to give Brandon a lingering kiss. "Sure. But let's enjoy the warm cozy hut a bit longer first."
"But I just got dressed," Brandon said with a grin.
Judith traced a finger down Brandon's cheek. The spark that ignited between them felt different in this new world, raw and alive. Judith hadn't realized until now how oppressive and exhausting their fight for survival in the previous time period had been.
Judith gently pushed Brandon back through the hut's doorway. "Get undressed, Marine. That's an order."
Brandon's smile was electric. "Yes, Ma'am."
◆◆◆
The crisp mountain air invigorated Judith and Brandon as they walked hand-in-hand on a worn path leading away from the hut.
As they passed the shark's corpse, they disturbed a flock of ravens that had been feasting on the remains. They fluttered off with a chorus of croaks, and the world fell silent.
"What do you think will happen to this thing?" Judith asked.
Brandon pondered the question with a frown. "I don't know. Dropping a giant prehistoric shark into another era isn't great, but there's not much we can do about it. We'd better keep moving."
The silence was broken only by the rhythmic footfalls of their boots on the grassy path. This world, untouched by the scars of progress, held a virgin beauty. Rolling green hills, dotted with sheep like puffs of cotton candy, stretched towards a horizon veiled in a soft, hazy blue.
Jagged peaks, their rocky summits capped with white mist, pierced the vast blue sky. The air itself felt clean and invigorating, carrying the earthy scent of damp heather and moss. It was a scene of idyllic peace, a world seemingly lost in time.
They walked past a babbling brook, its crystal-clear water rushing over smooth stones. Sunlight danced on the surface, creating a mesmerizing display of dappled light and shadow. Stopping for a moment, they cupped their hands to drink the cool, refreshing water.
As they continued, the path narrowed, winding through a dense forest of ancient pines. The air grew cooler and stiller, the only sounds the occasional chirp of a bird or the rustle of unseen creatures in the undergrowth. But the peace didn't last long.
As they walked, a faint sound punctured through the tranquility. It was the sound of distant clanging, faint but metallic. Judith and Brandon exchanged a glance, a flicker of concern in their eyes. They paused, listening intently.
"What is that?" Brandon asked.
Judith frowned. "I have an idea, but I hope I'm wrong. Let's get closer."
They hiked onwards through the towering trees. They formed a dense canopy overhead, filtering the sunlight into emerald shards that dappled the forest floor, illuminating a carpet of soft green moss and ferns. But, as the clanging sounds grew louder, the forest began to feel dark and ominous. Another deeper sound emerged like the white noise of an ocean. Brandon and Judith both knew what this sound was all too well. It was the guttural roar of men—the unmistakable sounds of battle.
Without pause, Brandon and Judith started running toward the clamor. Emerging from the forest, they found themselves on a vast, windswept plateau. The strong breeze whipped at their hair, carrying the cries of battle to them at full volume. Here, the landscape stretched out before them in all its grandeur. Rolling hills gave way to rugged mountains, their slopes dotted with patches of purple heather and golden gorse. A ribbon of blue, a winding river reflecting the sky above, snaked through the valley below.
Beside the river, a great battle raged.
The scene unfolded before them: a handful of bearded warriors, wearing faded red-and-green plaids and battered leather boots caked in mud, were locked in a desperate struggle against a larger force clad in dark blue.
These men wielded a mix of weapons—simple swords, axes with worn but well-maintained blades, and bows crafted from yew. Their shields were dented and chipped.
They moved with a predator's agility, their short but powerful builds testament to a life spent battling the elements and their foes. The underdogs fought with a fierce pride, their weathered faces etched with determination and their eyes blazing.
Judith's hand instinctively grasped a fallen sword, its weight and balance a familiar comfort from her years as a samurai. Brandon surveyed the scene with a sigh, then picked up an axe from a fallen warrior.
"Think this is wise?" he asked, a wry grin tugging at his lips. He hefted the axe easily from hand to hand, his musculature rippling.
Judith returned his smile, a warrior's fire burning in her eyes. "Probably not. But I hate to see a bunch of guys in skirts getting their asses kicked."
"Tragic, I know. Since they're all wearing dresses, do you want to help the red skirts or the blue skirts?"
"Whoever's losing. I'm a sucker for the underdog."
"Red skirts, then."
"You look sexy with that axe by the way—I'm digging your Conan the Barbarian vibe."
Brandon cocked his head. "Who's Conan the Barbarian? Wait, is that another obscure movie reference? You have to stop doing that."
Without dropping her fierce grin, Judith charged into the fray, a blur of lethal precision. At the incongruous sight of this wild woman in strange garb, there was a moment of confusion from the fighting men. But she wasted no time targeting a warrior clad in dark-blue plaid. The man laughed and raised his massive axe. She ducked beneath the swinging axe, pivoting behind the man and delivering a swift kick that sent him sprawling.
A chorus of cheers erupted from the red-and-green clad underdogs before they resumed hacking their enemy to pieces. Brandon shrugged and joined in the fight.
Brandon fought with a raw power that made up for any lack of finesse. He battered shields and blades aside, carving a path through the enemy ranks with relentless force. Where Judith's sword danced, his axe slammed, a battering ram against their defenses.
Back to back they fought, an unstoppable team, their bodies slick with the blood of the fallen. The thrill of battle coursed through Judith's veins. Each movement flowed seamlessly into the next, a deadly dance honed through years of practice. Her blade flashed as she spun, dispatching another enemy with a single, precise strike.
A hulking figure, a berserker, roared and charged at Judith, his axe raised high.  With a practiced roll, she slipped beneath his attack and reappeared behind him. She ruthlessly sliced through his hamstrings, sending him crashing to the ground, where Brandon delivered the final blow. They moved in perfect harmony, a silent language forged in the crucible of battle.
The tide began to turn. Inspired by their rescuers' skill, the outnumbered warriors rallied with renewed vigor. Pushing their foes back, they let out a thunderous battle cry.
Panting, Judith faced the last two attackers. They lunged in unison, their blades flashing in the sunlight like angry hornets. Judith, ever the strategist, saw an opening. With a well-timed sidestep, she avoided the first attacker's blow completely. As his momentum carried him past, she spun, her blade a blur of silver as it parried the second attacker's sword. The force of the impact sent shockwaves up her arm—the sword was clumsy compared to her katana—but she held firm.
Without wasting a single movement, she riposted with a lightning-fast thrust that found the gap between the second attacker's breastplate and his leather arm guard. A surprised gasp escaped his lips as the blade found its mark, and he crumpled to the ground. With one enemy down, Judith spun again, bringing her sword around in a deadly arc that met the first attacker's sword head-on just as he attempted to recover from his missed swing. The impact jarred her teeth, but the force of her blow sent the attacker's sword flying from his grasp.
Reacting instinctively, she followed through with a downward slash that split his shield in two and carved a bloody furrow across his chest. He stumbled back, a look of disbelief on his face, before collapsing onto the blood-soaked ground.
A joyous roar erupted from the grateful warriors. Relief and gratitude shone on their faces as they rushed forward, engulfing Judith and Brandon in a crush of embraces. Judith, surprised but touched, dropped her weapon, and embraced her new friends back, trying not to breathe in their stench. They all needed a shower.
Brandon followed suit, mirroring her actions. "I think we're part of the family now that we've just saved their hides," he muttered, a victorious grin spreading across his face.
Chapter 26
The early morning sun crested the jagged peaks of the Scottish Highlands, bathing the small farmstead nestled below in a warm glow. Judith squinted against the light as she wielded a hoe against the stubborn weeds in her vegetable patch, coaxing the fledgling plants to push up through the rocky soil. After nearly two years of backbreaking labor, their crops were finally starting to thrive.
Across the farmyard, Brandon wrestled a hefty log toward the sheep pen, grunting with exertion. His Gaelic remained a work in progress, peppered with stumbles and mispronunciations, but good enough for most daily tasks. Judith's own attempts were rough around the edges, but the warmth in the clansmen's eyes when they passed by spoke volumes.
Their arrival in the Highlands had been a stroke of pure luck. At first, they were strangers in a strange land. But the attack by the rival clan and their unexpected assistance had become their initiation rite. They'd displayed their skill at arms, earning a place under the banner of Clan MacKenzie. Respect for them had blossomed instantly in this war-faring culture, two outsiders proving their worth and carving out a niche in a close-knit community.
Judith wiped a bead of sweat from her brow and surveyed the field with satisfaction. The MacKenzies were a tough people, forged in the harshness of their land. The story of their lives was etched in their calloused hands and weathered faces. Yet, they had welcomed two lost souls into their fold, offering a clan, a family—a chance to find belonging through honest labor and a simple life.
Two years ago, when they'd literally fallen out of the sky with a prehistoric shark nipping at their heels, Judith couldn't have imagined she'd still be here, and not just surviving—but thriving. Yet, here she was, hoe in hand, clad in rugged woolens, sharing a humble timber-and-thatch roof and a smoky hearth fire with faces that had become familiar through shared hardship and laughter.
Their best guess placed them in the year 1182. Life wasn't always easy here, but it was blissfully simple. Without the distractions of technology, they had both developed a deep appreciation of the land that sustained them.
Without any way to return to their own time, they had found refuge in belonging. Yes, they helped defend the clan now and then against their rivals in fever-pitched battles. But, their thoughts had also shifted to the daily struggle of coaxing a living from the often snow-covered ground. Amidst the challenges, an unexpected peace had settled over them. They had found a new life, and despite everything, they were content.
Judith's thoughts were interrupted at the sight of the clan's priest, Father Lachlan, ambling down the path to their homestead.
"A good morn to you both." He smiled, eyes crinkling. "I came to ensure all is in order for the wedding."
Judith blinked, surprised. Had time flown by that quickly? Between tending the farm and fulfilling their clan duties, the upcoming ceremony had completely slipped her mind.
"We're looking forward to it, Father," Brandon replied, stepping closer to her side.
Father Lachlan chuckled. "Only a week until the auspicious day. Best to prepare now, lest it catch you unawares!"
A blush crept up Judith's neck. After years spent wandering together through time, they had finally decided to make it official. A smile tugged at her lips as she recalled Brandon's proposal.
It had been a quiet evening, a rare moment stolen away from chores and clan duties. They'd sought refuge in their hidden glen, a sanctuary of towering pines nestled within the mountains. Wildflowers bloomed in riotous colors, their sweet scent filling the crisp air.
Brandon seemed unusually nervous. Judith frowned, concern creasing her brow. "What's wrong?" she asked, taking his hands in hers.
He met her gaze, his eyes reflecting the fading light of the setting sun. Then, with a slow deliberateness, he dropped to one knee before her, his grip tightening on her hands.
Her breath hitched. Could it be?
"Judith, my love," he began, his voice thick with emotion. "We've wandered through time together, facing both despair and danger side by side. We nearly became sacrifices to Mayan gods, survived being separated in Japan, even dodged a hungry shark."
Judith laughed. Brandon's smile warmed her. As the sun set behind him, he continued to speak. "You know what? I'm ready for the quiet life—growing vegetables, chopping wood, raising chickens, staring into the fire every night, and spending every remaining day with you. You're my reason for living, the light that guides me home, my everything."
He swallowed hard, his voice trembling slightly. "Judith," he continued, his eyes searching hers, "would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?"
Tears welled up in her eyes. Perhaps, just perhaps, fate would smile upon them, granting them the peace they so desperately craved—together. Her grip on his hands tightened.
"Yes, Brandon," she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. "If you'll have me, I'm yours—now and forever."
Joy lit up his face, mirroring the golden glow of the setting sun. He pulled her into a crushing embrace, their laughter echoing through the glen as they kissed like a couple of love-struck teenagers long after the sun had set.
The memory brought a smile to Judith's lips. The sound of the priest's throat clearing snapped her back to the present.
"Sorry, Father," she apologized. "We've been a bit busy getting ready for winter. What arrangements did you have in mind?"
The priest waved a dismissive hand. "No need for apologies. I am here to offer aid. Now, you plan to hold the ceremony at dusk, and provide a feast for the clan?"
"Absolutely," Judith confirmed, her heart overflowing with warmth at the thought of exchanging vows in front of the people who had taken them in, finally solidifying their place within the clan.
The priest's eyes lit up. "You should know that a special guest will be in attendance for the occasion—Uilleam an Leòmhann." He paused, waiting for their reaction. Frowning at their quizzical expressions, the priest continued: "He is royalty—you must know that."
Brandon nodded and squeezed Judith's hand reassuringly. "Ah yes, of course, of course. We truly appreciate your help, Father, and the clan's generosity. This will be a wedding the whole clan remembers for years to come."
"Splendid!" Father Lachlan beamed. "I shall make preparations at the kirk. Invite any guests you wish, and the clan will supply what they are able for a proper Highland wedding feast." He inclined his head. "May God bless your union, and grant you many happy years together."
"Thank you, Father." Judith curtsied, warmth rising in her cheeks.
Once the priest was out of sight, she turned to Brandon, a radiant smile breaking across her face. "We're actually getting married," she said, disbelief tinging her voice.
Brandon swept her into his arms, a deep laugh rumbling in his chest. "Unless I'm dreaming," he replied, his eyes twinkling, "then yes, in a week, you're stuck with me forever."
◆◆◆
The week flew by in a flurry of preparations.
The clan hall, a sturdy structure of timber and stone, thrummed with activity. Women bustled about, arranging wildflowers in clay pots and straightening the rushes scattered across the earthen floor. Men hoisted heavy casks of ale and mead, their laughter echoing off the rough-hewn beams.
Glowing torches, secured in iron sconces, cast a warm light on the scene. Long tables, built from massive planks of oak and supported by hefty trestles, stretched down the center of the hall. Clansmen, young and old, milled about, laden with platters piled high with roasted mutton, crusty oatcakes, and glistening smoked fish. The air hung heavy with the enticing aromas of roasting meat, baking bread, and woodsmoke from the torches.
Judith was wearing her best dress, carefully mended and cleaned for the occasion. It was made of a sturdy woolen fabric, dyed an emerald green with a full skirt gathered at the waist—practical for keeping out the chill of the Scottish climate. A simple leather belt cinched the dress at her waist. A tartan plaid—a gift from the clan—was draped over her shoulders. She'd grown out her hair—it was braided and pinned up, adorned with fresh flowers.
At the head table, Judith stole a glance at Brandon. Dressed in his finest kilt, he looked both nervous and resolute. It was hard to believe the day had finally arrived. When Judith had imagined this special day as a young girl, she could never have pictured this—marrying a guy from 2123 in 12th-century Scotland. Her only regret was that her brother wasn't here to be part of the celebration.
Looking out over the sea of guests, Judith was delighted to see so many familiar faces. There was, however, a group of well-dressed men at the back of the hall she didn't recognize. At the center of the group sat a brooding man who seemed well into his cups. Father Lachlan did mention a royal guest, but she didn't like the look of him.
The chieftain, a grizzled man with a twinkle in his eye, pulled Brandon and Judith from their seats and ushered them to the middle of the hall. He gave a curt nod to Father Lachlan. The priest raised his hands for silence, his voice booming through the hall.
"We gather tonight to bear witness as two lives are joined, before clan and Heaven alike." His eyes crinkled with a smile. "Do you, Brandon, take this woman Judith as your wife, to love and keep through all your days?"
Brandon's grip tightened on Judith's hand. "I do," he declared, his voice steady despite the tremor running through him. His eyes held hers. At this moment, nobody in this hall mattered more.
"And do you, Judith, take this man Brandon as your husband, to love and keep through all your days?"
Tears welled up in her eyes, blurring the faces around her. "I do," she whispered fiercely, her heart overflowing.
"Then by the power vested in me as priest of Clan MacKenzie, I declare you husband and wife!" A thunderous roar erupted from the assembled clansmen. Father Lachlan raised his hands once more. "What God has joined together, let no man put asunder!"
Brandon swept Judith off her feet and into a kiss that stole her breath away. Cheers and whistles filled the hall, fists pounding on tables in approval. When they broke apart, breathless and flushed, the world seemed to shrink until only they remained.
The celebration kicked into high gear. Raucous music filled the air as clansmen pulled out their instruments, pipes shrilling and drums booming. Jokes flew back and forth between tables, accompanied by the clinking of tankards and the warm glow of fellowship.
Looking out at the weathered faces around her, Judith realized with a jolt that these were her people now. An unlikely family, forged in the fires of hardship. This was their haven, their promised land, a place where weary hearts could find peace.
Beside her, Brandon laughed and joked with their clansmen, but his eyes kept straying back to Judith's face—the face of his new bride. This was the happiest moment of his life.
Joy bubbled up inside Judith, overflowing. They were lost in time, but in each other's arms, they had found it all. As laughter echoed through the rafters and cups were raised in another toast, Judith entwined her fingers through Brandon's. She was home. Exactly where she was meant to be.
The merrymaking roared on late into the night. Judith, twirling in Brandon's grasp, let loose a peal of laughter as he fumbled with the steps of a jig. Their worries seemed to melt away in the shared joy and revelry.
But it wasn't to last.
A figure loomed over them mid-twirl, reeking of ale and barely able to stand upright. It was the well-dressed man Judith had noticed earlier, now even more disheveled. The chieftain hurried over, his smile strained.
"Ah, Brandon, Judith," he boomed, his voice forced over the music. "Let me introduce our honored guest, Uilleam an Leòmhann."
Uilleam, his eyes bloodshot and face flushed, leered at Judith. An unwelcome heat prickled beneath her skin at his predatory gaze.
"Pray tell—from whence do you hail, lass?" he slurred, his voice thick with a strange mix of curiosity and entitlement. "Never seen a face like yours before."
Judith cast a worried glance at Brandon, who mirrored her unease. "Far to the east, my lord," she replied curtly, dipping her head in a brief bow. "We're grateful for your presence tonight."
Uilleam scoffed, the sound harsh and grating. "Far east, is it? You're a long way from home." He swayed on his feet, his hand brushing down Judith's arm, sending a shiver down her spine.
"Indeed, my lord," Brandon interjected, his voice tight with suppressed anger. "But this is our home now, as you can see." He placed a hand possessively on Judith's waist, a silent challenge to the drunken man.
Uilleam's bloodshot eyes narrowed, taking in the possessiveness in Brandon's gesture. A sneer twisted his lips. "Splendid. Then you'll know there's one custom even barbaric foreigners must follow in these lands—Prima Nocta."
He lurched forward, his breath hot and foul on Judith's face. "On a wedding night, the lord has certain... rights."
Judith recoiled in horror, a cold dread slithering down her spine.
At her reaction, Uilleam laughed. It was a guttural sound, devoid of humor. "Surely the far east hasn't deprived you of basic knowledge, lass." He reached out a hand, his fingers thick and calloused, and grasped Judith's arm with surprising strength. "By law and custom, I claim her! Time for the consummation, then…"
Judith yanked her arm back, a strangled cry escaping her lips. "Don't you fucking touch me!"
At her cry, the hall fell completely silent. Everybody turned to look at her. Fury blazed in Brandon's eyes. He took two swift strides and stood between them. "Let her go," he growled, his voice low and dangerous.
Uilleam sneered, his face contorted with drunken arrogance. "By law, she's mine tonight!" He lunged forward, grabbing Judith roughly and tearing at her dress. The fabric ripped with a sickening sound, exposing a pale sliver of her shoulder.
Cold fury surged through Judith. She clawed at his hand, but his grip was like iron. Her eyes narrowed.
Brandon snatched Uilleam by the collar, his face etched with rage. "Release her now, or you'll regret it."
The wedding guests stared at the two men, dumbfounded. However, several of Uilleam's men surged forward. They grabbed Brandon roughly, dragging him away from Uilleam and pinning his arm behind his back. Fury contorted Brandon's face as he struggled against their hold, his muscles straining in a futile attempt to break free.
Uilleam yanked Judith towards the door, a cruel smirk twisting his lips. "Seems the celebrations are a bit too lively for the delicate wee flower, eh? Don't worry, I'll take good care of you." At this, angry muttering broke out amongst the clan. And yet, not one man or woman in the hall had the courage to confront royalty.
Uilleam's breath reeked of ale and something foul, sending a fresh wave of nausea crashing over Judith. She couldn't let him force her behind closed doors. This was a violation, a brutal reminder of her place in his eyes—property, a possession to be claimed on a whim.
But Judith wasn't easy prey for a rutting boar. She was Onna-musha, samurai warrior of the Minamoto clan, peer to Kiso Yoshinaka, savior of the Clan MacKenzie. Judith Jameson was no more. Now she was Judith Dutch—wife to a badass marine from the future.
Her hand darted to the dagger hidden at her belt. In the blink of an eye, the blade was free, the cold metal a grounding presence in her steady hand.
In a blur of movement, she twisted herself around, plunging the blade into Uilleam's throat.
His eyes widened in shock. She pulled the blade free. Blood immediately erupted from the wound, spraying both of them. Judith shoved Uilleam away in disgust. He clutched at his throat, blood spurting between his fingers, then crumpled to the floor, staining the rough wooden planks red.
A stunned silence descended upon the hall. Judith's dagger clattered to the floor. The weight of what she'd done crashed down on her—she'd killed a man, a member of royalty.
The chieftain's brow furrowed, a conflict raging in his eyes. Duty warred with his loyalty to his newly adopted kin. A low murmur of unrest rose from the crowd, some voices calling for the outsiders' expulsion.
Uilleam's men were shouting the loudest, and their grip on Brandon tightened. But Brandon wasn't about to be condemned without a fight. With a surge of adrenaline that momentarily overpowered the pain, he launched himself against his captors. He threw his weight against one of the men, using the momentum to knock him off balance. The man stumbled back, momentarily surprised by Brandon's sudden burst of strength.
Seizing the opportunity, Brandon twisted his arm free from the other man's grasp. He landed a blow square on the jaw of the remaining guard, sending him reeling. The man grunted in pain, clutching his face.
Ignoring the rising shouts of protest, Brandon stood tall, his arm wrapped protectively around Judith. His gaze swept the crowd, daring anyone to challenge him. "Judith defended herself," he declared, his voice ringing clear despite the tremor running through him. "Uilleam sought to defile her, and he paid the price for his actions."
The chieftain raised a hand for silence. The hall hushed, all eyes turning towards him. A deep frown creased his brow as he looked from Brandon and Judith to Uilleam's lifeless form. He was about to speak when he was interrupted by a loud knocking on the heavy oak door.
Chapter 27
The knocking sounded again, echoing through the timbers of the great hall. Everyone turned towards the sound. A collective gasp rippled through the crowd as the door creaked open, revealing a weary knight clad in mud-caked armor. He scanned the room, his gaze lingering on Uilleam's bloody corpse before he spoke.
"I seek a man and woman—strangers to this land," he announced, his voice gruff but clear. "I have a message I must deliver to them. I was instructed to deliver it here at the appointed hour. And that hour has come."
Judith's breath caught in her throat. A message, but from whom? They were strangers here, lost in a time not their own.
The knight's eyes met theirs, a flicker of recognition crossing his face. He strode purposefully towards them, a scroll sealed with red wax clutched in his hand. "You fit the description," he stated, his voice leaving no room for argument. "This is for you."
Brandon reached out and took the scroll, his brow furrowed in confusion. He broke the seal with a snap and unfurled the parchment. As he scanned the contents, his eyes widened in disbelief. He glanced at Judith, a mixture of shock and dismay flashing across his face.
Judith's heart pounded like a drum in her chest. "What does it say?" she whispered, her voice barely audible.
Without a word, Brandon placed the scroll in her trembling hand. As she read the message, a kaleidoscope of emotions washed over her—disbelief, bewilderment, and lastly, anger.
The parchment crinkled in her grip as she reread it, a cold dread settling in her stomach. Most of the document depicted a map—a sophisticated, modern map with grids and coordinates, completely out of place in this century. Scrawled at the bottom were these words: "The Phoenix Collective requests your return to 2023. Alex Jameson is waiting."
Alex! Her brother. It had to be a trap, the Collective's way of luring them back. Now that she thought about it, she remembered how she couldn't get hold of Alex before they left 2023. She'd tried phoning and texting him a few times, but he didn't reply back. She didn't think it was too unusual at the time—Alex was often working his ass off or going on impulsive adventures. But maybe there was something more nefarious going on.
After all her adventures through time, 2023 seemed so long ago. Judith winced—it wasn't just a feeling—it actually had been a long time ago. Many years, in fact.
The knight cleared his throat, snapping Judith back to the present. "Will you heed the summons?"
Judith reread the message, her hands shaking. Alex was in danger, maybe even worse. She cursed under her breath, regretful for leaving him without a proper goodbye.
Brandon frowned at the map, his mind racing. How had the Collective tracked them down in 1182? Was this a trap, or a chance to finally fix a world the Phoenix Collective had broken? "We have to go," he said, his voice firm. "Your brother needs us. Three million people need us."
Turning to the knight, Judith addressed him directly. "We accept the summons. But who are you, sir?"
"I am Knight Raven Blackwood of Mercia," the knight replied. "I was entrusted with this scroll by a curious stranger in exchange for a favor."
The chieftain scowled at the knight, disapproval etched on his face. "A knight from Mercia, are you? And what brings you all the way to these lands, so far from your own borders?"
Knight Blackwood met the chieftain's gaze unflinchingly. "I answer only to those who pay my coin, sir. My quest is complete, and I have no further business here."
The chieftain snorted. "Aye, convenient for you. But perhaps a bit too convenient. We don't take kindly to outsiders interfering in our affairs." He glanced pointedly at the dead man growing cold on the floor.
"And I assure you, sir," the knight replied with a hint of steel in his voice, "I have no interest in adding to your troubles, of which I can plainly see you have many. I simply delivered a message as promised."
The chieftain studied the knight for a long moment, his eyes narrowed. Then, he seemed to accept the explanation, albeit grudgingly. "Very well then," he rumbled. "Be on your way. But remember, tread carefully on Scottish soil."
Knight Blackwood turned to Brandon and Judith and bowed. "My lady, good sir. My duty is fulfilled," Knight Blackwood declared. "With your leave, I bid you farewell." He turned and exited the hall without another word.
The chieftain then faced Brandon and Judith, his expression grave. "Regarding tonight's unfortunate incident," he began, "it is my judgment that Uilleam brought his demise upon himself. The bride acted with honor and courage in defending her virtue." He swept his gaze over the murmuring crowd. "There will be no punishment for those loyal to Clan MacKenzie on this joyous occasion, now marred by tragedy."
A ripple of agreement went through most of the assembled clan. However, Uilleam's men, their faces contorted in rage, surged forward.
"Murder!" roared a hulking man with a beard the color of rusted iron. "Justice for Uilleam! That whore cut down our future king!"
Judith put a restraining hand on Brandon, who glared at the man with steel in his eyes.
Uilleam's men echoed the big man's cries, their voices laced with a thirst for vengeance. The hall, moments ago buzzing with hushed whispers, erupted into a cacophony of shouts and accusations. Judith gazed with gratitude at the clan who supported them unconditionally.
The chieftain raised a hand, his voice cutting through the growing din. It took a moment for the hall to quiet, Uilleam's men slowly subsiding back to their positions, their anger simmering just beneath the surface.
"Hold your ire, Fergus!" the chieftain boomed, his voice laced with a quiet power. "Uilleam's actions were a stain on this night of celebration. He sought to dishonor our guests, a transgression that could not be tolerated."
Fergus, the man with the iron beard, bristled. "But they killed him! Is that your justice? To let outsiders walk free after taking the life of a nobleman?"
The chieftain's gaze held firm. "Justice is not served by bloodshed within these walls. Uilleam brought his fate upon himself. The bride defended her honor, as any Scot would. We mourn his passing, but vengeance will only bring further strife."
A tense silence followed the chieftain's pronouncement. Uilleam's men muttered amongst themselves, simmering with discontent, but they made no further argument.
The chieftain sighed and turned once more to Brandon and Judith. "However, it may be best to heed this knight's summons and leave us on the morrow. The royal family will undoubtedly seek justice."
Brandon nodded solemnly. He took Judith's hand, a lump forming in his throat, and together they walked out of the great hall, leaving the ruined wedding feast behind.
◆◆◆
The morning sun painted the valley in a golden glow, casting long shadows from the familiar peaks that cradled their farmstead. Judith stood gazing out the window, a pang of sadness tightening her chest. This harsh, beautiful land had become a home, and the thought of leaving felt like tearing away a piece of herself.
Brandon's arms wrapped around her from behind, his warm embrace a silent comfort. "Morning, beautiful wife." His voice was husky, a hint of emotion threatening to crack through.
Judith smiled. "Good morning, husband." It felt wonderful, yet bittersweet, to say the words.
"I'll be honest—that wasn't the wedding night I was hoping for."
Judith turned to look Brandon in the eyes. "Oh my love, I'm so sorry."
"What? Don't you dare apologize. You did what you had to. I only wish I had been the one to put that dog down."
"But now we've lost our home." She leaned back against him, blinking back the tears that welled up. Everything they'd endured, all the battles fought and scars earned, only to give up the peace and family they'd finally found. This wasn't the start to their married life they'd dreamed of.
"The chieftain stocked us with supplies," Brandon said, his voice gruff. "It's time to go."
"I don't want to leave," she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. These people weren't perfect, but they were good. They had become a part of their lives, a woven thread in the tapestry of their journey.
"Me neither." Brandon rested his chin on top of her head. "But Alex needs us, Judith. He's family too. And we can't turn down our one chance to defeat the Phoenix Collective and save millions of lives."
She turned in his arms, meeting his gaze. His eyes echoed her own grief, a storm brewing beneath the surface. With trembling hands, she cupped his face. "You're my home, Brandon," she said fiercely. "Wherever we go, whatever path we walk, I'll be by your side."
He leaned down, his forehead resting against hers. His voice, thick with emotion, echoed her vow. "Always, sweetheart. Whether we're growing vegetables or saving the world, it doesn't matter. I'll never be apart from you again."
Their lips met in a tender kiss, a silent promise to face the challenges ahead together. It was a stolen moment of sweetness amidst the bitter reality of their departure.
With heavy hearts, Brandon and Judith took their leave of the clan. The once festive atmosphere of the wedding feast had been replaced by a somber mood. The chieftain and Father Lachlan stood at the forefront of the assembled villagers, their faces etched with a mixture of sadness and respect.
Judith scanned the faces in the crowd, her gaze lingering on the women who had taken her under their wing, teaching her the ways of their life. A young girl, no older than ten, shyly offered her a single white flower. Judith knelt down, accepting the blossom with a grateful smile. The girl giggled and ran back to her mother, the sound a brief flicker of lightness in the heavy air.
Father Lachlan stepped forward, his voice gruff but sincere. "May your journey be swift and safe. Remember, you will always have a home here amongst Clan MacKenzie."
The chieftain nodded solemnly in agreement. "You have served the clan faithfully, both in battle and in toil. Go with honor, and may the spirits of our ancestors guide ye."
Brandon nodded back, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. "Thank you for your hospitality, all of you. We shall not forget your kindness."
With a final farewell wave to the gathered villagers, Brandon swung himself onto his horse. Judith, clutching the scroll with the map in her hand, mounted her own steed. As they rode out, she stole one last glance back at the village nestled amidst the rolling hills. The smoke rising from the thatched roofs spoke of a life they were leaving behind, a life that now felt so familiar and cherished.
Unfurling the scroll, Judith spread it across the pommel of her saddle. The topographical map, so out of place here, was a tangible piece of her modern world. A network of lines crisscrossed the parchment, denoting unfamiliar locations and strange symbols. But what truly captured her attention were the coordinates marking a spot far to the north.
"Looks like we're heading north," Brandon said, his voice echoing her thoughts. He nudged his horse forward, setting a steady pace.
Judith followed suit, her gaze fixed on the map. Though the destination remained a mystery, a flicker of hope ignited within her. This cryptic message, this strange map, it was their only lead. A chance to return, a chance to fix the future, a chance to save her brother—and perhaps millions of others.
They rode on in silence, the rhythmic beat of hooves against the earth the only sound that broke the stillness. The vast Scottish landscape stretched out before them, a tapestry of rolling green hills and majestic mountains. It was a land of harsh beauty, a land that had tested them in many ways, but also a land that had offered them refuge and a sense of belonging. Now, they were leaving it all behind, venturing into the unknown, guided by a single hope—the hope of finding a way back home.
◆◆◆
Two days of hard riding later, they reached their destination. Judith nudged her horse up the steep, twisting path that snaked between two mountain peaks. Brandon followed close behind, the map clutched in his hand like a beacon guiding them through the overgrown trails. This wasn't a route well-traveled, leading them further and further into the unknown depths of the mountain range.
Then they saw where they needed to go. It was a daunting sight: a gaping maw of a cave entrance carved high into the face of a sheer cliff. Jagged rocks tumbled down from the base, forming a treacherous scree slope that seemed to mock any attempt at reaching the darkness within. But they were determined. Dismounting their weary horses, they set them loose a safe distance away from the loose stones. With a deep breath and a final glance at the map to confirm their location, Brandon and Judith began the perilous climb up the scree slope.
The loose stones shifted treacherously beneath their boots, threatening to send them tumbling down at any moment. Judith gritted her teeth, focusing on each step, on the glint of the cave entrance high above them. It was a slow, laborious ascent, their progress measured in inches. Sweat beaded on their foreheads, and their breath came in ragged gasps. Just when Judith thought she couldn't take another step, they reached a wide, unnaturally flat ledge that protruded out from the cave entrance like the bow of a ship.
Taking a moment to catch their breath, they approached the dark opening. The air hung heavy and still, thick with the smell of damp earth and something else, something ancient and unknown.
With hands clasped tightly, they ventured into the cool, damp interior. The only sound was the echo of their footsteps on the smooth—too smooth to be natural—stone floor. After what felt like an eternity of walking, Brandon squeezed Judith's hand. "There!" he whispered. Up ahead, a faint glint caught Judith's eye.
There, etched into the rock face at the back of the cave, was a symbol all too familiar—the insignia of the Temporal Oversight Agency.
"I'm getting some serious déjà vu here," Judith muttered, the memory of their previous cave excursion and the discovery of Hope's Wings coming back to her. She missed that aircraft dearly.
Brandon knelt before the carving, studying it intently. It was identical to the one they'd found before. Just like that time, he pressed his palm firmly against the center of the carved symbol and waited for the lock to scan his fingerprints. This time, the symbol glowed softly as it scanned his hand. A low groan echoed through the cave as a section of the wall lurched inward, revealing a hidden chamber.
The space was small, meticulously carved into the rock by unknown machinery. In the center, bathed in a sliver of light filtering through a crack in the ceiling, stood an unexpected sight.
Judith gasped, stepping forward in disbelief. Before them rested a small aircraft. The metal hull was riddled with rust, but its sleek lines held an uncanny resemblance to Hope's Wings. This craft, however, was far older, its design bearing the scars of countless years.
"It's... it's like Hope's Wings," Judith stammered, her voice barely a whisper, "but older—and smaller."
Brandon circled the craft, examining its weathered exterior. "No stasis field," he noted, his brow furrowing in concern. "This thing has definitely seen better days."
He spent a few minutes inspecting the aircraft closely before cautiously opening the cockpit. With a deep breath, he squeezed himself inside. A series of clicks and flicks of switches followed, but the engine remained silent.
"Looks like the solar panels need some juice," he announced, emerging from the cockpit with a sigh. "Without sunlight, this thing isn't going anywhere."
"Ugh, fantastic," Judith groaned. "Just what we need—a giant metal paperweight."
Brandon chuckled. "Don't worry, love. This is a light two-seater. Nothing a buff samurai chick like you can't handle."
Judith crossed her arms playfully. "Oh, really? So pushing this hunk of junk outside is my job now?"
"It's a good thing I'm in great shape at least," Brandon grinned. "Between the two of us, this rusty puppy should be no problem."
They both laughed, the tension breaking slightly. It turned out pushing the ancient craft out of the cramped chamber was far from easy, but not impossible with the floor being so smooth. With a combined effort, grunts and strained muscles, they finally managed to get it into the open air onto the wide ledge outside the cave. Collapsing onto the ground, they caught their breath, their clothes drenched in sweat.
They gave the aircraft an hour to soak up some rays, which was fine because they needed the rest. After the welcome break, Brandon climbed back into the cockpit. This time, when he flipped the switches, a shudder ran through the aircraft. Lights flickered on the control panel, and a low whine emanated from the engine as it sputtered to life.
Brandon's eyes widened in surprise. He turned to Judith, a wide grin splitting his face. "It works! This old bird still has some fight in it!"
Ecstatic, they shared a high five. Judith ran a hand along the flaking metal hull, the texture grounding her in the present moment. This little plane held the key to their future, a bridge back to their own time.
Brandon walked over to her, catching her thoughtful look. "Let me guess. You want to name this heap of junk, don't you?" At her nod, he grinned. "Go for it, sweetheart. Let's make it a tradition."
Lost in thought, she pondered various options, discarding them one by one. They needed something simple, yet powerful, a word that encapsulated their determination. As she stared at the scarred metal, a name popped into her head that felt strangely perfect. "How about… Perseverance?" she offered, the word hanging in the air.
Brandon understood immediately, a slow smile spreading across his face. "Perseverance," he echoed, placing his hand over hers on the aircraft's hull. "Yeah, I like that."
Climbing back into the cockpit, Brandon ran a diagnostic check. He emerged a moment later, shaking his head. "We're fucked. No Temporal Anchors or TimeChains on board. And we still can't time travel without knowing where the portals are."
Judith, however, didn't seem discouraged. A thoughtful glint lit her eyes. "But we do know where one TimeChain is."
Chapter 28
Brandon looked at her curiously. "Go on," he said. Judith took a deep breath. "Okay, here's an idea," she began. "We're currently in the year 1182, right?" Brandon nodded, his curiosity piqued.
"Remember when Aurora kidnapped us?" Judith continued. "She mentioned I interfered with history in Japan, at the Battle of Awazu… in 1184!"
Understanding dawned on Brandon's face as he put it together. "Holy shit. There are younger versions of us running around in Japan right now. I hadn't even thought of that this whole time."
"Bingo!" Judith exclaimed, a spark of hope igniting in her eyes. "We arrived there in 1181. You got captured by Noriyori's men, and Hope's Wings remained hidden for three years until Aurora's TOA troops destroyed it in 1184."
"Brilliant!" Brandon interjected, excitement bubbling up. "We have a three-year window to snag the TimeChain from Hope's Wings without any risk of encountering ourselves. That buffer is really good because interacting with your past self can be disastrous—it imprints multiple versions of memories onto your brain and really messes you up."
Judith's mind reeled with the possible implications. "That sounds painful."
"It is," Brandon said, nodding gravely, "Very. Like laser-printing-a-new-tooth-without-anesthetic painful."
"Huh? Okay, so going to the dentist still sucks in 2123—good to know. Anyway, since the TimeChain was on board Hope's Wings when Aurora's TOA marines blew it up, our younger selves would be none the wiser if we borrow it sometime in between your capture and Hope's Wings exploding."
Brandon chuckled. "Exactly. You can't steal from yourself, right? That TimeChain is ours for the taking. Let's go get it."
◆◆◆
The cramped cockpit of Perseverance was a far cry from the luxurious bunk beds of Hope's Wings. Judith stretched in the tight space, her muscles screaming after the long flight to Japan.
They touched down in a secluded mountain valley—the very spot where a younger Brandon had hidden Hope's Wings. Relief washed over Judith as she spotted the familiar craft nestled amidst the trees. She started to push through the undergrowth, eager to be reunited with their lost friend, when Brandon's hand clamped down on her arm, yanking her back.
A figure emerged from the hatch of Hope's Wings. Judith's breath hitched—it was Brandon, undeniably, yet different. His fresh, young face was unlined by hardship, a stark reminder of everything they'd endured since this moment. A pang of sympathy twisted in her chest, knowing he was about to be captured and tortured by a ruthless Japanese warlord.
Younger Brandon, shirtless and lean, looked nervously around him. Though healthy, he was far thinner than the beefy version of Brandon beside her (thanks to Aurora's augmentations). As young Brandon surveyed his surroundings, they both ducked down further. But he was oblivious to their presence and casually walked off into the trees.
Judith squeezed Brandon's hand. This was their window. They crept towards the hatch, only to freeze at the sound of approaching footsteps. Diving for cover, they held their breath as young Brandon returned. He hopped lightly back onboard Hope's Wings.
Brandon and Judith exchanged a panicked look. Had they lost their chance?
But then young Brandon reappeared, a towel slung over his shoulder, whistling tunelessly before disappearing back into the trees.
Heart pounding, Judith and Brandon made another dash for Hope's Wings. They boarded silently, and Brandon quickly retrieved the TimeChain and a handful of Temporal Anchors.
With a shared, suppressed giggle at the absurdity of the situation, they fled back to Perseverance.
"Did we mess up the timing?" Brandon blurted out once they were safely inside. "I remember bathing by the river when Noriyori's men captured me. I thought we'd arrived long after this moment."
Judith grimaced. "Maybe the calendar switch from Chinese to Gregorian threw things off? Or maybe it's the Lunar New Year? It's hard to keep track of it all, sorry."
Brandon chuckled. "Hey, no harm done, and I feel fine. Obviously I didn't see my future self when I was heading to the river—that's something I'd remember. Oh shit… I was in such a hurry, I forgot to grab the Neural Visor. Should we go back for it?"
"Nah, fuck it. Let's just get out of here before we bump into Noriyori's unwanted company." Judith was silent for a moment. "But… maybe we should save the younger you... you know, from being captured." She knew it was a bad idea as soon as she said it.
Brandon's expression hardened. "Absolutely not. Messing with the timeline any further could be disastrous. I don't want to even think about all the paradoxes that would cause. Let's just go."
He fired up Perseverance's engines, the rusty craft groaning to life as it rose unsteadily into the open sky. They were leaving Japan behind, with a stolen TimeChain and a brush with the past—hopefully, a past they wouldn't have to revisit.
Judith watched as Brandon scanned the horizon, his brow furrowed in concentration. Finally, he turned to her, a determined glint in his eyes. "Ready to go home?"
Judith met his gaze, a longing to see her brother once more twisting in her chest. "Ready as I'll ever be. Alex needs us."
Brandon nodded, his hand hovering over a control panel. With a deep breath, he slipped the TimeChain onto his wrist and activated it. A shimmering sphere materialized on the heads-up display, pulsing with an otherworldly light. It was a doorway back to Brandon's world, a world that felt like a distant memory.
He reached for Judith's hand, squeezing it gently. "Hold on tight," he warned, guiding Perseverance towards the shimmering portal. The aircraft shuddered violently as they crossed the threshold of time, centuries compressed into a disorienting blink.
Emerging on the other side, Brandon wrestled with the controls as Perseverance lurched through the turbulence. They were back in 2123, high above the urban landscape of modern Japan, which was a lot less green than the Japan they'd just left. He quickly set a course for the Yukon, where the portal back to 2023 waited for them.
"Damn. It gets me every time—we've arrived at the exact moment we left 2123, but for us over five years has gone by," Brandon mused.
Judith shook her head. "Sheesh. Talk about aging overnight. At least we're in good shape."
Suddenly, a blip appeared on the radar. "Incoming aircraft," Brandon muttered, his voice tense. "Multiple targets, heading straight for the Japanese portal."
A cold dread settled in Judith's stomach. "Who is it?"
Brandon examined the transponder signals displayed on the console. "Looks like the marine reinforcements that Captain Lee sent to help us take out Kiso Yoshinaka."
Judith recalled Kiso's account of the 'pale demons' that had attacked him and his triumph at defeating them. The samurai had slaughtered the marines with only their swords—they were the very definition of badass motherfuckers.
"Those marines are about to take on more than they can handle," Judith said grimly.
Intent on their mission, the marine reinforcements paid them no mind and soon they were long gone.
Hours stretched into what felt like an eternity, the cramped cockpit offering little comfort. Finally, the snowy Canadian landscape filled the viewport as they approached the 2023 portal.
"Looks like the Collective still controls the portal," Brandon observed, his voice tight. "But the radar's picking up a shit-ton of activity over there. Maybe the TOA are launching a counterattack."
"How do we get through the portal then?" Judith asked with trepidation. "We have to get through—there's no other option."
Brandon sighed. "Well, we're unarmed, so we'll have to make a break for it. Hold on my love." Brandon pushed the Perseverance to full throttle and headed toward the action.
Chaos erupted outside the cockpit. TOA fighters, sleek and agile, zipped past them, exchanging fire with bulkier—but more heavily shielded—Phoenix Collective ships desperately trying to hold the portal. It was a battle for control, just as Brandon suspected. The TOA reinforcements had arrived, but far too late to save his team. A muscle clenched in Brandon's jaw at the memory of losing his fireteam in these very skies.
A voice crackled through the static on the radio. "Unidentified aircraft, this is TOA Spear Squadron. You are entering a combat zone. Identify yourselves immediately!"
Brandon ignored the hail, his focus laser-sharp. His hands danced across the control panel, sending Perseverance on a weaving course through the deadly ballet of the aerial fight. He skimmed past a lumbering Phoenix Collective dreadnaught, its ventral cannons spitting fire that lanced past harmlessly. Then, a burst of blue tracer fire zipped towards them from a nimble TOA interceptor. Brandon threw the ship into a corkscrew maneuver, the g-forces momentarily pinning Judith to her seat. The fire missed by a hair's breadth, scorching the atmosphere where they had been a split second earlier. Judith clung to the armrests, eyes glued to the shimmering portal—a gateway to her life before it all went sideways. "Go now!" she cried.
Perseverance lurched forward toward the portal in a surge of power, dodging fire spitting from both sides. With a determined grunt, Brandon slammed a button to spit out a Temporal Anchor and yanked the controls. The world dissolved into a blinding flash, then reformed moments later under a calm blue sky.
Brandon let out a loud whoop. "Hell, yeah! This old girl can still dance!"
Judith patted the console. "Attagirl, Perseverance!" There were no Phoenix Collective forces on this side. Recalled to 2123, no doubt, to fight off the TOA reinforcements. Relief washed over her.
Brandon punched in the coordinates for Chicago, urging Perseverance to its top speed. The old aircraft groaned in protest, but it obeyed.
◆◆◆
Hours bled into one another as they hurtled through the sky. Finally, a familiar sight filled the viewport—a city with skyscrapers piercing the clouds. Relief washed over Judith as she recognized Chicago. She was home.
Brandon guided Perseverance down onto the empty rooftop of her apartment building. He shut down the engines with a sigh, his shoulders slumping with exhaustion. Judith reached out and squeezed his hand.
"We made it," she said, her voice thick with emotion. "We're actually back."
Brandon lifted her hand to his lips, his eyes fluttering shut for a moment. "We did," he murmured. "I could sleep for a week. And then eat everything in sight."
"Me too," she admitted with a tired laugh. "But first, I need to call Alex. Luckily, I still have a landline at my place." Her iPhone, somewhere on the side of the highway in Wyoming, was one piece of her old life she didn't miss that much.
They grabbed a dusty tarp they found in a shed on the roof and draped it hastily over Perseverance, hoping it would offer some level of camouflage. Then, they started their descent down the familiar stairwell.
So much time had passed. Everything felt slightly off—a little too clean, a little too quiet. Yet, as they passed Mrs. Cruikshank's apartment, the faint strains of her daytime soap opera drifted through the door. A small smile played on Judith's lips. Even through all the chaos, some things remained the same.
Reaching her door, Judith fumbled for the spare key hidden under the welcome mat, a hiding place etched in her memory. It was still there. With trembling hands, she unlocked the door, the familiar creak a comforting sound.
The apartment was spotless, just as she'd left it—well, just as she'd left it a few days ago in this timeline. Stepping inside, she was greeted by a wave of memories triggered by the unchanged furniture and knickknacks.
Picking up the phone, her fingers shaking, she dialed her brother's number. It rang twice before a familiar voice answered.
"Alex?" her voice cracked. "It's me."
A stunned silence followed, then, "Jude?" Her brother's voice was a mix of disbelief and concern. "Why the hell have you been ignoring my calls? And what happened at Libertus Financial? It was all over the news!"
Tears welled up in Judith's eyes at the sound of his voice, so familiar and grounding. "It's a long story," she choked out. "I lost my cell phone and I've been out of town, off the grid. But I'm back now. Can I come see you tomorrow? There's someone I want you to meet."
Judith heard Alex exhale a sigh of relief. "Mysterious as ever, huh? Of course, come whenever you want. But you better tell me everything tomorrow, Jude. I've been worried sick."
Ending the call, Judith leaned into Brandon's embrace. They had made it back, against all odds. Her brother was safe, and tomorrow, she could warn him about the Phoenix Collective. Judith was silent as she thought of Luke White. She shuddered at the memory of Luke striding down the corridors at Libertus Financial gunning down her coworkers. Thankfully, the cops had captured him during the high-speed chase that followed. She could rest easy knowing he was locked up in a cell somewhere.
Taking a deep breath, Judith walked through her apartment, her eyes tracing the familiar shapes and lines. Her eyes lingered on the photos of her brother and mother. She tried to imagine her mother's face as she told her about meeting Kiso Yoshinaka and becoming his samurai apprentice. She wouldn't have believed a word, and who could blame her?
The cold pot of oolong tea on the table. Her rare Japanese prints. Her favorite chair. Each object sparked a memory—a happy moment, a quiet evening.
A glance in the mirror caught her attention. She barely recognized the woman staring back. Her face was etched with experiences, her eyes hard. She had a fighter's body now, sinewy and strong, a stark contrast to the skinny woman she had been before she met Brandon. But in her reflection, she also saw a survivor, a woman who had faced unimaginable challenges and emerged stronger.
"Welcome back," she whispered to herself, a single tear tracing a path down her cheek.
Brandon swept her into his arms without a word, lips finding hers. She melted against him, losing herself in the tender warmth of his embrace. The kiss was a silent expression of everything they'd been through, a shared exhale after a long battle. When they finally pulled apart, Judith leaned her forehead against his chest, a sigh escaping her lips.
"Pizza and a quiet night at home sounds perfect right now," she murmured.
Brandon chuckled, amusement crinkling the corners of his eyes. "Perfect, I'm in."
Judith busied herself making a fresh pot of oolong tea and ordering a deep-dish pizza from her favorite place. When it arrived, the aroma of melted cheese and spices filled the apartment, making her stomach growl. She carried the pizza to the couch where Brandon sat, anticipation clear on his face.
They ate in companionable silence for a while—the pizza tasted amazing. It had been awhile since they'd eaten modern, processed food. After wolfing down a few slices, Judith stole a glance at Brandon beside her. Time had etched lines on his face, his hair was a mess, but she still saw the kind, adventurous spirit that she had fallen in love with on their own private Cozumel island.
Brandon caught her looking and reached over, brushing a crumb from her lip with a gentle touch. "Everything okay?"
Judith nodded, a lump forming in her throat. She cupped his cheek with her hand. "Just realizing how grateful I am. Thanks for being you, Brandon. You're not just my husband—you're my home, no matter where we are."
He leaned into her touch, his lips brushing her palm. "As are you, my love," he murmured. His fingers slid into her hair, tilting her head back for another kiss. Passion flared between them, urgency replacing the quiet contentment. They sunk into the couch, undoing buckles, tugging on ribbons, pulling off stubborn Scottish tunics, pizza forgotten.
◆◆◆
Sunlight streamed through the window as Judith stretched in bed, the sheets cool against her skin. The events of the past few days played behind her eyelids—the rapid departure from Clan MacKenzie, the harrowing plunge through the time portal while evading fire, the long uncomfortable flight, and—at last—the relief of landing back in familiar surroundings. A hot shower and fresh clothes felt like a luxury after their ordeal.
Brandon stirred beside her, muttering something incoherent. She nudged him gently. "Time to get up, sleepyhead. We have a big day ahead."
He grumbled but eventually forced his eyes open. The exhaustion etched on his face mirrored her own. "Right," he rasped, his voice thick with sleep. "Chicago. Alex."
They showered and dressed together, the small bathroom buzzing with the comforting sound of normalcy. Back in the bedroom, Judith surveyed Brandon with a critical eye. "That kilt won't do, I'm afraid," she said apologetically.
Brandon glanced down at his attire, a sheepish grin spreading across his face. "I thought you said it was sexy, in a rugged manly sort of way."
Judith chuckled. "You're damn right it is. But you wouldn't last two seconds on the streets of Chicago. There's a mall a few blocks from here. We can grab you some new clothes."
An hour later, they emerged from the mall with a shopping bag full of jeans, t-shirts, and a slightly bewildered-looking Brandon. The modern world, with its abundance of choices and relentless pace, was a far cry from the simpler life he'd become accustomed to. But he sported his new clothes with good humor, a hint of excitement flickering in his eyes.
The afternoon found them cruising down the highway in Judith's trusty green Honda Civic, the familiar Chicago skyline rising in the distance. Her heart pounded in her chest as they pulled up to Alex's apartment building on the west side of the city. After years, she was about to see her brother again. Taking a deep breath, Judith pressed the buzzer, a million unspoken words swirling in her head.
Laughter drifted through the closed door before it swung open, revealing Alex, breaking into a grin at the sight of them. For a moment, time seemed to stand still. He looked… exactly the same. Relief washed over Judith, a wave so powerful it nearly brought tears to her eyes.
"Jude!" Alex boomed, pulling her into a crushing hug. Then he stepped back and stared at her in shock. "You look so… different." Judith could tell that Alex was struggling to find the words. She knew how much older she looked. To be fair, she had literally added over half a decade to her life in just a few days.
Alex, however, quickly recovered. "Damn, you're ripped! Have you started Pilates again?" He chuckled nervously.
"Uh, martial arts actually."
His gaze landed on Brandon, who stood awkwardly beside her. "I'm starting to realize why you haven't been returning my calls—who's the mystery man?" Alex grinned.
Judith blushed. "Alex, this is Brandon," she said, "my husband." The word still felt foreign on her tongue.
Alex's jaw dropped. "Your—what?" He stared at them, processing the news. "Married? But… you've only been awol for, like, three days!"
Judith smiled faintly. "There's a lot to explain, but we wanted you to be the first to know."
Shaking his head in disbelief, Alex pulled Brandon into a hug. "Welcome to the family, my man! You'd better take good care of my little sis, you hear?"
Brandon returned the embrace warmly. "You have my word."
"Great! I'm looking forward to hearing your story—it's a good one, I bet." Alex clapped him on the back, then turned to Judith, his smile faltering slightly. "Listen, Jude, I've been worried sick. But seeing you here, so happy… well, that's all that matters. You look like a new woman."
Judith squeezed him tight. "I'm so sorry I scared you. But we're home now."
"Speaking of home," Alex said, ushering them inside, "Come on in! There's actually someone here you should meet, Jude."
Judith felt a prickle of unease. "Someone new?"
"An old army buddy of Dad's," Alex explained as he led them towards the living room. "Visiting from Japan. Says they were best friends. You should hear his stories, they're wild. Brandon, how about you and I make some nachos?"
But Brandon remained rooted to the spot, eyes narrowed at the figure seated on the couch. A cold dread settled in Judith's stomach.
"Luke White," she breathed, the words catching in her throat.
It couldn't be. Yet there he sat, sipping a beer, relaxed and at ease. A stark contrast to the ruthless madman who'd hunted them down at Libertus Financial.
"Judith!" Luke greeted, his voice smooth as butter. He leaned forward, wearing a polite smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. "Good to see you again."
Alex looked back and forth from Luke to Judith, puzzled.
Luke filled the awkward silence. "Alex, buddy, would you mind running out for some more beers? Perhaps Judith and I could catch up in private?"
Alex's brow furrowed. "You okay, Jude?"
Judith plastered on a weak smile but her eyes never left Luke. "Absolutely, Alex. I've met Luke already—old friend of Dad's. Go get those beers, and I'll fill you in. Could you get those lagers from the local brewery that I like? Thanks bro."
Alex still looked hesitant, but with a resigned sigh, he shrugged. "Alright, no problem. Be right back." He grabbed his keys and headed out, the door clicking shut behind him.
They were alone with Luke White. The air in the room crackled with a tension as thick as fog.
In the same instant, Judith and Brandon shifted into defensive stances, ready for anything.
Luke White held his palms out placatingly. "Now, now—no need for violence."
Judith stared at him warily. "How the fuck did you escape from police custody?"
Luke laughed. "I have my ways. With enough money, there's nothing you can't buy—even freedom. But I didn't come here to fight. I only wish to talk about something important."
"What's so important that you had to bring my brother into this?"
He settled back on the couch, taking a leisurely sip of his beer as he studied them. "Family. Now that's something important, wouldn't you agree? Blood ties that bind us, loyalty to your own…" His voice trailed off, a knowing glint in his eyes.
Judith eyed him with suspicion. "Family protects each other. My brother and I have each other's backs. If you're here for him, it won't end well for you."
A thin smile played on White's lips. "Actually, Judith, I'm not here for your brother. I'm here for my family."
Her brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"
He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "Judith, I'm your descendant. The blood that flows through your veins, passed down through generations, is my blood also."
Judith gasped, stumbling back. It couldn't be true.
Beside her, Brandon went rigid. A horrible truth dawned on him, explaining the nagging familiarity about this man. "You're Zero," he breathed, the name a curse on his lips. "The leader of the Phoenix Collective."
A slow, sinister smile spread across Luke White's—Zero's—face. "At last, you understand."
He rose to his feet, hands clasped behind his back as he paced the room. "I've waited for this moment for years. Our family's destiny hangs in the balance, and soon, nothing will stand in our way."
Fury boiled over in Brandon. How dare this man, this monster who reveled in death and destruction, speak of family? "Your destiny?" he roared, his voice laced with barely contained rage. "You mean your twisted vision for the future, a future built on the ashes of millions! Fuck your destiny! You'll pay for what you've done—all those innocent lives cut short by your Phoenix Collective bullshit!"
Brandon lunged forward, propelled by the need to make this monster feel a fraction of the pain he had inflicted. He grabbed Zero by his crisp suit jacket, the expensive fabric crumpling in his fist. For a moment, the room seemed to shrink down to the fury in his eyes and the cold indifference in Zero's.
"Calm down, Brandon," White said, unfazed. "When I spoke of family, I wasn't just referring to Judith. You, too, are part of my bloodline." He reached out and placed a hand on Brandon's arm, his touch oddly comforting. "I did not see it earlier. But something has clearly changed during your time away. I know who you truly are now. Hurting you or Judith is the last thing I want."
Brandon stared at him, mind reeling. Him? Also related to this monster? The revelation left him speechless.
Before he could respond, the apartment door swung open, revealing Alex. A smile lit up his face as he called out, "Got the beers! Hope I wasn't gone too long."
Relief washed over Judith, only to be replaced by a scream as a red stain blossomed on Alex's shirt. Her brother blinked, expression turning puzzled.
The case of beers shattered on the floor as Alex crumpled, his body going limp.
Chapter 29
Four TOA marines stormed in, pulse rifles raised. They stepped over Alex's crumpled form without a flicker of remorse, their sights locking onto Judith and Brandon.
A strangled cry escaped Judith's throat. Before she could react, a burst of plasma slammed into Brandon's chest. He lurched, a choked gasp rattling in his lungs. Judith shrieked, throwing herself at him, catching his weight before he hit the floor. His eyes fluttered open, seeking hers, but the familiar blue depths were rapidly dimming.
Across the room, Zero stood frozen, a mask of horror contorting his features. His form shimmered, becoming translucent at the edges. His lips moved, a frantic whisper reaching Judith's ears, "The portal... go!" Then, he faded away until he was gone without a trace.
A shudder wracked Brandon's body as he rattled out one last agonizing breath. Blood bloomed on his shirt, staining the fabric crimson. Judith held him close, a primal scream tearing from her throat as the light left his eyes.
The marines leveled their weapons again. A cold fury, devoid of fear, ignited within Judith. It eclipsed every other emotion, leaving behind nothing but frosted steel. Muscle memory took over. Years of samurai training surged to the forefront.
She lowered Brandon gently to the floor. Rising to her feet, her eyes blazed with an inhuman light. The world narrowed to a single purpose—eliminate the threats.
In a blur of motion, she flung herself to the side, a plasma bolt scorching the wall behind where she had stood split seconds before. Adrenaline surged through her veins, sharpening her senses. Her hand darted out, snatching a crystal vase from a nearby table. She flung it towards the nearest marine. Shards of glass exploded against his armor, catching him off guard.
Seizing the opportunity, Judith sprung forward. The startled marine hastily raised his rifle and fired point blank. She dodged a spray of plasma fire, then slammed a vicious palm strike into his throat. He dropped with a choked gurgle, limbs spasming.
Using his body as a springboard, she launched into a flying kick. Her foot connected with another marine's jaw with a sickening crack of bone, sending him sprawling.
The remaining two marines opened fire in a desperate frenzy. Judith dove to the floor, plasma bolts sizzling harmlessly overhead. Rolling forwards, she rose up between the two men and launched into a melee counterattack. She weaved through a flurry of blows, showcasing a terrifying combination of speed and strength. Her elbow smashed into a helmet, caving it in with a squelch of pulped flesh and ceramic. That marine fell instantly.
The last marine backed away, cornered and sweating. He emptied plasma bolts into the room until his rifle started to overheat. Judith flipped a nearby hardwood chair, using it as a makeshift shield until it burst into flame. Sweat beaded on her forehead, stinging her eyes. But fear was a distant memory, replaced by a cold, relentless purpose. Kill them all.
With a burst of adrenaline-fueled speed, she surged forward. The last marine fired a final, desperate volley. Judith danced through the hail of fire, closing the distance with syncopated grace. In a heartbeat, she was upon him. With a snarl, she ripped the pulse rifle from his grasp and slammed it into his knee. He crumpled like a puppet with its strings cut.
Less than a minute had passed since the four marines had burst in. Now they were all writhing on the floor in pain. With cold, hard eyes, she carefully aimed the rifle at each of them and executed them where they lay.
Silence descended upon the room, broken only by Judith's ragged breaths and the crackle of flames. The marines lay still, having paid the price for underestimating her. But the victory tasted like ash in her mouth. Her gaze fell upon Brandon, his chest no longer rising and falling. Tears welled in her eyes, blurring her vision. In this brutal fight for survival, she had lost the one person who mattered most.
A strangled sob escaped her lips as she sank to her knees and held his cold hand.
Grief and confusion swirled in her mind, a relentless storm. Why the attack? Brandon was one of them, wasn't he? What kind of government sanctioned the assassination of its own soldiers, especially one who'd sacrificed so much? She cradled his body, tears blurring the image of his once vibrant face, now forever still.
And Alex. Her dear brother, caught in the crossfire. Innocent. Gone. The weight of loss doubled, a crushing blow that threatened to break her.
But succumbing to despair wasn't an option. Not yet. A spark flickered in the darkness. Zero's last whisper echoed in her mind—the portal. It offered a sliver of hope, a chance to rewrite this cruel ending.
Blinking her tears away, she stared at the golden bracelet on Brandon's wrist. The Temporal Anchor, a last lifeline. It could send her back to yesterday, mere moments after she and Brandon had flown through the portal. Once back in 2123, she could return to 2023 immediately and warn her younger self.
But Brandon's warning about interacting with another version of herself… memories being overwritten… Judith squeezed his hand tighter, wanting only to see his smile again. It was a risk, yes, but the alternative? Unbearable. To save her brother and her husband—the two men most precious to her in this life, she had to try, consequences be damned.
With a surge of determination, she slipped the TimeChain off Brandon's wrist, blood slicking her fingers. Scrambling to her feet, she bolted towards the door, nearly losing her footing on all the blood.
Buildings blurred into streaks of color as she pushed the Honda Civic to its limits. A panicked thought struck Judith—portals don't stay open forever. What if hers closed before she could reach it? Each passing second shrank her window of opportunity.
Where was Luke, or Zero as he called himself? He had vanished with Brandon's death. A horrifying suspicion dawned: If she and Brandon were both his ancestors, Brandon's death had removed Zero from existence. That meant the TOA had finally completed their mission. Would Zero's deletion really stop the Phoenix Collective attack from happening in the future? She dreaded the answer to that question.
Her familiar apartment building loomed ahead. With a desperate cry, Judith slammed on the brakes, tires screeching. The car skidded to a halt, halfway onto the sidewalk, the screech echoing her own internal turmoil. She had to make it back to 2123. There was no time to waste. But Judith forced herself to take a deep breath. Think, Judith, think. She was covered in blood and needed a fresh change of clothes.
Leaping from the car, she pounded up the steps to her door. Her hands shook so badly she could barely fit the key in the lock, each fumbling attempt an eternity lost.
Just as she threw the door open, a brightly dressed figure emerged from the neighboring apartment. It was Mrs. Cruikshank.
"Judith, dear!" Mrs. Cruikshank chirped, a wide smile plastered on her face. "Fancy running into you! Say, I seem to be all out of sugar again. Would you be a darling and lend me a cup?"
Judith stared at her, the woman's words a buzzing drone in her ears. Every fiber of her being was focused on getting inside.
"I, uh…" Judith stammered.
The smile faltered on Mrs. Cruikshank's face. Her eyes flickered down to Judith's blood-soaked clothes.
"Oh dear," Mrs. Cruikshank gasped, her voice laced with concern. "Is that… blood? Are you alright, Judith?"
"I… I'm fine," she stammered, shoving past Mrs. Cruikshank and slamming her door shut, the clang echoing through the hallway like a gunshot.
She tore off her soiled clothes and struggled into clean jeans and a t-shirt before gulping down some water straight out of the kitchen faucet. She also rinsed Brandon's blood off the TimeChain and made sure it fit snugly on her wrist.
She ran to her front door, pausing to grab her purse on the side table before yanking the door open. Mrs. Cruikshank was still standing there looking bewildered.
"Judith, I really think…"
"I have to go, Mrs. Cruikshank—goodbye!" Judith yelled before tearing up the stairs to the roof as if being chased by rabid hounds.
Bursting onto the rooftop, she found Perseverance shrouded in its tarp where they'd left it. Ripping it off with a desperate yank, she clambered into the pilot's seat. Her heart hammered a frantic tattoo against her ribs. Brandon had shown her the basics, but the thought of flying this thing alone sent a fresh wave of panic through her.
This was madness, a desperate gamble against impossible odds. But the alternative—the memory of Brandon's cold hand and lifeless eyes—was a fate far worse. She focused on the controls, a tangle of buttons, levers, and touchscreens.
With a trembling hand, she pressed the ignition. The engine roared to life, the ship vibrating beneath her. Gripping the throttle, she eased back, feeling the craft lurch and shudder as it rose into the air.
The ground fell away sickeningly fast, her stomach lurching with it. But there was no time for fear. Briefly, she glanced at the controls, alien shapes under her frantic fingers. This wasn't like watching Brandon navigate the complex systems; this was a terrifying dance of instinct and desperation.
Buildings shrunk into blurry squares as she ascended, the sky deepening to an inky blue. Then, a horrifying realization—she'd overshot. The curvature of the earth stretched out before her, a dizzying spectacle that stole her breath. Panic clawed at her throat. She was almost free of the Earth's gravity! How had Brandon made it look so effortless?
Slamming the throttle forward, she wrestled the ship back under control. Thankfully, it leveled out with a groan of protest. Activating the TimeChain, she stared transfixed at the swirling vortex that materialized in the blackness ahead—a gateway to a desperate hope.
Gritting her teeth, she pushed the throttle forward, surging towards the exit doorway. But she overshot again, the controls sluggish and unresponsive. The thinning atmosphere was playing havoc with physics.
Terror coiled in her gut. The exit doorway wouldn't stay open for more than a few minutes. Her chance to save Brandon, to save Alex, was slipping away with each passing second.
Squeezing her eyes shut, she forced herself to breathe. Focus. She could do this. With renewed determination, she steered the ship in a slow, agonizing crawl. The portal pulsed ominously, energy coruscating around the outer part of the sphere.
Then the sphere started shrinking before her eyes. This was it. Just as the doorway was about to snap closed, the Perseverance lurched forward, a shudder ripping through the craft. Judith's heart lurched with it, then soared as the portal engulfed them whole.
The world dissolved into a blinding flash. When her vision cleared, she found herself bathed in clear blue skies.
Clear, quiet blue skies. There should have been a fierce battle between the Phoenix Collective and TOA lighting up the heavens as they battled for control of the portal. But the battle was gone, erased by Brandon's death. His sacrifice had saved lives. Millions of lives.
Chapter 30
The vast canvas of the Yukon stretched out beneath Judith, an expanse of pristine wilderness bathed in white serenity. No plumes of smoke marred the horizon, no flashes of light danced across the clouds. The silence was deafening, a stark contrast to the memory of the inferno that had engulfed this world last time she and Brandon were here.
Tears welled in her eyes, blurring the snow-covered landscape. Brandon. Alex. Their lifeless faces, etched with a horrifying clarity in her mind, threatened to drown her in a sea of grief.
The price of this peace, she knew, was a heart ripped raw. This silence was bought with Brandon's life. The TOA, with their ruthless efficiency, had eliminated Zero's ancestor—him. But at what cost?
Judith's grip on the throttle tightened, knuckles turning white. That single, horrifying thought wormed its way back into her mind. What if Brandon's death was the tipping point? What if his sacrifice had averted a war that would have consumed millions?
Millions of lives saved. A world spared from the Phoenix Collective. Could she, in good conscience, undo that? Could she condemn countless innocents to death just to bring Brandon back?
The question echoed in the sterile silence of the cockpit. All alone, Perseverance was nothing more than a metal coffin hurtling her towards a future without Brandon.
She closed her eyes, tears threatening to spill. A sob escaped her lips, a ragged sound that tore through the quiet. The answer, agonizingly clear, settled in her gut like a lead weight.  The cost was too high. The price of anonymous millions on the scale of two precious lives—Brandon's and her brother's, was unpayable.
The Temporal Oversight Agency had murdered her entire family. Judith opened her eyes, determination hardening her resolve. "I can't let them die," she whispered to herself. "Fuck the TOA."
Grief, a primal and possessive force, refused to be quelled by logic. The thought of a future without Brandon, without Alex, was an unbearable void. They were the threads that had woven the tapestry of her life, their absence leaving a gaping hole that no amount of peace could ever fill.
With a newfound resolve, Judith slammed her fist on the console. The portal back to 2023, pulsing on her HUD, was a beacon in the sea of her despair. It offered a path back, a chance to rewrite fate, a chance to change history not with logic, but with the white-hot fury of a grieving woman.
With a trembling hand, Judith ejected a Temporal Anchor. "Brandon. Alex." she murmured. "I'm coming back for you guys."
With a clumsy maneuver, she steered the ship in a slow arc and nudged the Perseverance back through the rippling sphere, ready to change history.
After arriving back in the Yukon in 2023, Judith scanned her radar. Her younger selves were a blip heading toward Chicago, just ahead of her. They had arrived in 2023 shortly before she did. She followed at a safe distance, knowing exactly where they were going. This was yesterday. The day before everything shattered.

After a long, anxious flight, Chicago sprawled beneath her, a glittering tapestry of lights. As she neared her own apartment building, a familiar aircraft signature on the radar made her heart skip a beat. The earlier version of Perseverance sat on her rooftop, covered by a tarp. 
She guided her version of Perseverance down, landing on the rooftop with a hiss of hydraulics. The earlier version of her ship sat next to her. Judith shut off her own engines and sat for a long moment.
From this vantage point, she could see the past laid bare—the dominoes lined up, ready to topple into tragedy. But she held the hand that could stop them. A fierce determination steeled her nerves. Today, she rewrote the ending.
She checked the time—nearly dinner. Her younger selves would be calling in an order for deep-dish pizza from her usual place. There was no time to waste.
Scrambling out of the cockpit, Judith rummaged for a pen and paper in her purse. Reaching the stairwell door, she paused. Her hands trembled as she wrote a frantic message—a warning about the TOA attack at Alex's house. Every word was etched with urgency, a desperate plea from the future. There was no room for confusion, not when the stakes were this high.
But how to deliver it? Slipping it under the door felt risky—it might easily be missed. And encountering her younger self was a gamble she couldn't take.
She had an idea.
Heart pounding, Judith raced down the stairs. The street was deserted, no sign of the pizza delivery guy. Shit. Had her plan already fallen apart?
Just then, tires screeched around the corner. An old car, emblazoned with a pizza logo, pulled to a stop. The delivery driver, a burly man with a sultry expression, emerged with a steaming pizza box.
"Wait!" Judith called out, rushing towards him, nearly knocking him over. "I need you to deliver something for me."
The driver blinked at her. "Uh, you got an order, sweetheart?"
Judith fumbled for her wallet, pulling out a wad of cash that dwarfed the cost of any pizza. The driver's eyebrows shot up in surprise.
"For your troubles." She tucked the wad of cash into his grimy shirt pocket. "Deliver this with the pizza order," she instructed, holding out a folded note. "Put it in the box, under the pizza. Don't say anything to them about this. Please, it's important."
The driver gazed at the hefty bills bulging out of his pocket, his expression a mix of curiosity and wariness.
Judith leaned closer, a playful smile on her face. "Just a prank on my twin sister and her husband, you know? Harmless fun. And a big tip for you."
After a long moment, he sighed and nodded. "All right, sweetheart. But this better not get me into any trouble." He took the note, tucking it into the pizza box before continuing up the steps.
It was done. She climbed back up to the rooftop and climbed into her own Perseverance with a relieved sigh. She wasn't quite sure what to do next. But she obviously couldn't wait here.
She powered up Perseverance and lurched into the evening sky. Not the smoothest takeoff—she still needed a lot more practice. But at least she didn't shoot off into space.
The weight of the paradox she was creating pressed down on Judith. Saving Brandon and Alex meant unraveling everything that had already happened. What would happen to her memories of the past? No wonder the TOA, and Bob and Aurora for that matter, were so uptight about time travel.
But more importantly, how would she know if her note worked?
She had to find out. Judith decided to visit Alex's apartment tomorrow afternoon. The thought of reliving their deaths scraped at her raw nerves, but if the note failed, she'd try again. And again. Until it worked.
Setting a course for a secluded hotel outside the city, her mind whirred like the Perseverance's engine. Now it was a waiting game—a stomach-churning vigil against the slow crawl of time.
The hotel room felt suffocating. She flicked through TV channels, her gaze unfocused. Several times she picked up the hotel phone, fingers hovering over the buttons to call her brother. But she stopped short of connecting the call each time, heart in her throat. Any contact could alter the timeline further, maybe worsen things.
Finally, exhaustion claimed her, dragging her into a restless sleep.
◆◆◆
Judith slid into a worn vinyl booth as the first pale light of dawn broke over the horizon. The diner was nearly empty at this early hour—the usual breakfast crowd hadn't arrived yet. She ordered coffee and a stack of pancakes she doubted she could eat, stomach churning with anxiety and too little sleep.
It felt like a month since she sent the warning note to her younger self—a lifetime ago, and yet it had only been hours. Her coffee arrived, rich aroma doing little to settle her nerves. She wrapped chilled fingers around the mug.
The waiting was killing her. Each minute twisted her fears tighter.
The waitress returned, setting a plate of pancakes drowning in syrup before her. Judith stared at the steaming stack without appetite. She sipped coffee grown cold, watching through the window as the city slowly stirred to life.
The pancakes remained untouched as she paid the bill and left, the world outside bathed in the cool gold of sunrise.
She'd left Perseverance in an empty construction site overnight. Time to relocate—if construction workers showed up early for work and found a futuristic aircraft on their job site, she'd have some explaining to do.
It was mid morning by the time Judith made her way back to the construction site—still empty, thankfully. She launched Perseverance back into the air with cloaking panels activated.
But then time caught up with her. A searing pain spiked through her head, like a knife jabbed into her skull. Her nose started bleeding.
The world blurred, vision swimming as the bleeding worsened. Blood spattered the controls. She tried to wipe it away. The last thing she registered was a sickening lurch of the aircraft before darkness claimed her.
◆◆◆
Light, dappled and warm, speared through vine-covered trellises, painting patterns on the grass. The air was rich with the scents of ripe fruit, sun-baked wood, and damp earth.
Judith was completely disoriented. Where the hell was she?
Confusion hammered Judith's head as she looked around, taking in her surroundings. She was sitting in a sprawling courtyard flanked by weathered stone buildings. A barn with a pointed spire, its doors thrown wide, housed towering barrels that hinted of fermented sunshine.
The courtyard was shaded by leafy trees and crowded with cheerful guests chatting over glasses of wine and sharing plates of meat, cheese, and olives. Waitstaff moved smoothly between groups with bottles in hand, laughter and lively music mingling on the breeze.
"There you are!" Brandon appeared beside her, a grin splitting his face. To her utter disbelief, Zero trailed behind him. "We were starting to think you got lost. Look, I found the perfect vintage." He poured a rich burgundy wine into three glasses.
Brandon gazed at Judith and his smile faltered. "Judith? Is everything alright? You have a pretty bad nose bleed."
Judith absently picked up a silk napkin and dabbed at her nose. "You're—you're alive?" The question tumbled out, choked with a mix of joy and disbelief. She lurched out of her seat and threw her arms around him, tears blurring her vision.
Brandon frowned, concern etching lines on his forehead. "Of course I'm alive, love. Why wouldn't I be? What's wrong?"
Zero cleared his throat, his voice mild yet firm. "I think Judith needs a glass of wine. A large glass. We have much to discuss."
The world tilted at an impossible angle as Judith doubled over in pain, her memories colliding, smashing together. In one horrifying memory, fresh as a wound, she watched Brandon die. In a second memory, he was standing in this very courtyard—alive. Two sets of memories fought for dominance.
The memory of Brandon in the courtyard morphed into this present moment. He was shouting at Judith, and holding her up, but she couldn't make out what he was saying. His words were lost in the chaos raging inside her.
Then a sudden shift occurred. The first set of memories, where Alex and Brandon both died, receded like the outgoing tide. Those memories started to feel like a dream—distant and unfocused.
The scene before her solidified, anchoring itself as her new reality.
She had done it. The past was rewritten. Tears, this time of pure relief, streamed down her face as she straightened up, the pain receding along with her old memories. She threw back her head and laughed. A laugh laced with disbelief and a newfound sense of hope.
The events that unfolded after reading the warning note to herself now came back to her, as clear as day…
Chapter 31
The deep-dish pizza arrived, a steaming box of goodness. Judith lifted the lid, and the aroma of molten cheese and tangy tomato sauce filled the air. Her stomach growled. She carried the pizza to the couch where Brandon sat, anticipation clear on his face.
Brandon reached for a slice, and Judith mirrored him. They devoured the first piece in companionable silence, then reached for another. After wolfing down a few slices, Judith stole a glance at Brandon beside her, admiring her new husband.
But suddenly Brandon paused, reaching for another piece and revealing a crumpled piece of paper nestled beneath it. Judith peered over his shoulder as he unfolded it, heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs.
The note was scrawled in her own handwriting:
Aeon comes for you tomorrow. Marines will attack Alex's apartment after Luke White arrives in the morning. Listen to what Luke has to say. He is not hostile! Get Alex and Brandon to safety. Their lives depend on it. There is little time. Go! PS Vae Victis
Her breath caught. It was a warning, a desperate plea from a terrible future she hadn't lived yet.
Brandon swore, the box clattering to the floor. "We need to move. Now."
They scrambled for the Perseverance, shoving the note into a compartment. Minutes later, they were airborne, engine roaring as they tore through the night sky.
"What's the plan?" Judith asked, gripping her arm rests, knuckles white.
Brandon steered them towards the city's edge. "First, we get your brother out of here. Then we see what's up with that homicidal maniac, Luke White. We'll have to be careful—this note could be a trap."
Judith stared at the note in her hand. "No, I don't think so. That's definitely my handwriting. Also, look at what I wrote at the end: Vae Victis."
"What does that mean?"
"It's Latin for 'Woe to the conquered'. It's an inside joke between me and my brother. I used to say it to Alex every time I beat him at Mario Kart—it annoyed the hell out of him. I wrote this because only I would know what it means. Trust me—this note is legit."
They landed behind a dilapidated warehouse, covering Perseverance as best they could with scavenged cardboard. A tense walk brought them to Alex's apartment.
He answered the door, blinking at their unexpected arrival. "Jude! What's—"
Judith threw her arms around him. He laughed, hugging her back—then grew still. "What's wrong?"
"You have to leave town," she blurted, urgency coloring her voice. "There are dangerous people coming for us. Please, Alex, just get out of here. We'll find you when it's safe."
His eyes went wide. "Wait, what? What are you talking about?"
He glanced at Brandon, then back at Judith. "And who the fuck is this guy?"
"There's no time for explanations," Judith pressed, her voice tight with anxiety. "Just trust me, this is serious. Get some clothes, some cash, anything you need, and get out of here."
Alex crossed his arms, a stubborn glint in his eyes. "Hold on a second. You show up here after going missing for three days, with this stranger, and tell me to pack my bags and disappear? What the fuck?"
"There isn't time to explain everything!" Judith pleaded. "Please, Alex, for the love of God, trust me on this. Your life is in danger." Her voice cracked. "I can't lose you."
Alex's gaze flickered between them, his brow furrowed in confusion. The urgency in Judith's voice, however, was impossible to ignore. He sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose.
"Alright, alright," he muttered, relenting. "But there's no way I'm leaving you alone with this dude until you tell me who he is."
"Okay. This is Brandon," Judith managed, "my husband."
Alex's jaw dropped. "Your—what?" He stared at them, processing the news. "Married? But… you've only been awol for, like, three days!"
Judith offered a shaky smile. "Long story. I'll explain everything later, after you're safe."
Shaking his head in disbelief, Alex pulled Brandon into a bear hug. "Welcome to the family, then! You better take good care of her, you hear?"
Brandon returned the hug, his voice steady. "With my life."
Alex studied Judith for a long moment, a silent battle raging behind his eyes. He shook his head. "You look so… different." Then, he pulled her into a tight hug, kissing her forehead. "Judith, please call me when you can and tell me what the fuck is going on."
He disappeared inside, emerging moments later with a duffel bag slung over his shoulder. Sliding behind the wheel of his car, he cranked the engine to life.
Judith rushed to him as he lowered the window. "Alex, this is weird, I know, but can we crash at your place tonight?"
He nodded readily. "Sure, here you go." He tossed her the keys. "Just… be careful, alright?"
"Thank you. We will. You drive safe."
He squeezed her hand. Then, he pointed at Brandon. "Take care of my sister, dude." With a final worried glance, he pulled away, disappearing into the night.
The red glow of Alex's taillights winked out, leaving Judith and Brandon alone on the empty street. A pang of worry tightened Judith's chest, but Brandon's arm slipped around her shoulders, a silent reassurance.
"Let's grab some food," Brandon suggested. "You must be starving. We can figure out Luke in the morning."
Judith hesitated. "Maybe we should just take care of him before he gets the chance to jump us again. He tried to gun you down last time we saw him!"
Brandon sighed. "I'm itching to take him out, trust me. But, there has to be more to it. Why else would future-you send that note?"
"Okay," Judith said, her voice wavering. "Let's hear him out at least."
The night stretched long and tense in Alex's empty apartment. They took turns napping, nerves coiled tight, waiting for the visit promised by the note. As dawn painted the blinds a pale gold, a sharp rap on the door shattered the silence.
Brandon, a knife gripped in his hand, peeked through the peephole. "It's Luke."
Judith hurried over as Brandon opened the door, brandishing the knife in front of him. He wasn't taking any chances—this might be a trap. Luke White stood on the other side, hands raised in surrender. "Now, now," he soothed, "no need for theatrics. I just want to talk."
"Talk then," Judith said, her voice hard. Brandon did not put down the knife.
Luke beamed, a touch too wide. "It's wonderful to see you again, Judith. Let's dispense with pleasantries then, shall we?" He glanced at Brandon. "Time appears to be of the essence."
Then he lowered his voice and dropped a bombshell. "Judith, there's something you should know—I am your descendant. The blood that flows through your veins, passed down through generations, is my blood also."
Judith gasped, stumbling back. It couldn't be true.
Beside her, Brandon went rigid. A horrible truth dawned on him, explaining the nagging familiarity about this man. "You're Zero," he breathed, the name a curse on his lips. "The leader of the Phoenix Collective."
A slow, sinister smile spread across Luke White's—Zero's—face. "At last, you understand. I've waited for this moment for years. Our family's destiny hangs in the balance, and soon, nothing will stand in our way."
Fury boiled over in Brandon. How dare this man, this monster who reveled in death and destruction, speak of family? "Your destiny?" he roared, his voice laced with barely contained rage. "You mean your twisted vision for the future, a future built on the ashes of millions! Fuck your destiny! You'll pay for what you've done—all those innocent lives cut short by your Phoenix Collective bullshit!"
Brandon lunged forward, propelled by the need to make this monster feel a fraction of the pain he had inflicted. He grabbed Zero by his crisp suit jacket, the knife glinting dangerously close to the man's throat.
"Calm down, Brandon," White said, unfazed. "When I spoke of family, I wasn't just referring to Judith. You, too, are part of my bloodline." He reached out and placed a hand on Brandon's arm, his touch oddly comforting. "I did not see it earlier. But something has clearly changed during your time away. I know who you truly are now. Hurting you or Judith is the last thing I want."
Brandon stared at him, mind reeling. Him? Also related to this monster? The revelation left him speechless. He dropped the knife from Zero's neck, stunned.
Zero pressed on. "You two have been gallivanting through time, trying to ignore the truth. But you can't hide any longer. I see you finally got my message."
"How'd you track us down?" Brandon demanded.
"Genetic tracking works wonders, even across time periods. Your impact on the historical records also helped triangulate your position. Then it was just a matter of sending an agent through a portal that would get me close enough to your time and location in Angland."
Judith furrowed her brow. "Angland? You mean Scotland, right?"
Zero blinked, confusion etched on his face. "What the hell is Scotland?"
A cold dread filled Judith as she exchanged a horrified glance with Brandon. Uilleam's death had clearly rippled through time, leaving a massive crater. "He must have been a bigger deal than we thought," she whispered, the weight of her actions crashing down on her.
Brandon squeezed her hand reassuringly. "Uilleam was an asshole. Don't you regret killing him for one second."
With a struggle, Judith tried to focus on the present. "I don't regret anything—but fuck, Brandon, we erased Scotland!"
Brandon gently held Judith's head and looked into her eyes, speaking softly. "Judith, my love, don't worry about Scotland, or Angland, or whatever it's called now—it's just a name. We have to go now. TOA marines are on their way."
Zero cocked his head to the side. "My, my, Judith. You've been busy, haven't you? Didn't you know that you're famous? You have many names. Kingslayer. Witch of the East. William the Lion's doom. Delightful! And don't get me started on the real reason the biggest set of shark teeth ever was found in Angland. Unfossilised megalodon teeth are a bit of a giveaway, my dears. Anyway, you're right, Brandon, enough chit chat. Let's go to a safer place so we can continue this scintillating conversation."
Brandon and Judith followed Zero out onto the street, climbing into an unmarked vehicle. "Where are we going?" Judith asked as Zero slid into the driver's seat.
"Somewhere Aeon won't find you so easily. We need to talk." The engine rumbled to life.
Zero accelerated down the street. "I'll pick a random spot outside of the city. Someplace with lots of people around." He glanced at Judith in the rearview mirror. "You were right to get your brother away from here."
A lump formed in Judith's throat. At least Alex was safe. But how much more damage had they caused by rewriting history?
They merged onto a highway, the cityscape fading into rolling hills and fields. A sign for "Sable Creek Winery" caught Zero's eye, and he slammed on the brakes, pulling into the driveway.
"Ah, this place looks charming," Zero said. Judith managed to get a nice table in a sun-dappled courtyard, while Brandon and Zero went to get some wine.
Then, just as Judith sat down, a blinding pain spiked through her head, like a knife jabbed into her skull. Her nose started bleeding, the new set of memories caught up with her, and she broke into uncontrollable laughter.
◆◆◆
Brandon's face was pale as Judith's laughter died down. "What have you done, Judith?" he asked, his voice laced with concern.
Tears welled up in Judith's eyes. She couldn't bear the thought of that alternate reality—Brandon lifeless on the floor, Alex's vacant stare. The memory, though hazy like a dream, was still sharp enough to wrench her gut.
Hesitantly, Judith told them how she had watched them die, and how she'd left a note for herself to avert the disaster. "I had to save you my love. I couldn't live without you and Alex."
Zero cleared his throat. "Thank you for your sacrifice, Judith," he said, his voice surprisingly gentle. "You saved my life too." He held up his glass of red wine. "To family."
Both Brandon and Judith just stared at Zero without lifting their glasses. Judith eyed Zero with unease. "Why'd you kill my coworkers?" she blurted out.
Zero's expression hardened and he lowered his glass. "Libertus Financial was a den of vipers, Judith. Ruining lives to line the pockets of the rich and powerful. They deserved what they got."
Judith picked up her glass and took a large gulp of wine, the alcohol mingling with a sour knot of unease in her stomach. Sure, she loathed her coworkers, but murder?
Then she thought of Tom's taunting face, Johnston's leer, and that snake Michael Larson. "To be brutally honest," Judith admitted, staring into her glass, "I never liked them much."
Zero's gaze softened. "I could tell. You seemed troubled by the increasing reach of AI into people's lives." He refilled their glasses. "Tell me, Judith. Have you travelled to the future and seen how AI has impacted humanity?"
She glanced at Brandon, whose eyes narrowed at Zero with suspicion. But they were already in this deep. What choice did they have?
Judith described 2743, a world dominated by Aeon's offspring. A chilling vision of a planet controlled by androids, with humanity clinging to the fringes. Zero listened intently, his face devoid of surprise.
"Just as I feared," he murmured. "But the future isn't set in stone." A new urgency crept into his voice. "It can belong to humans, not machines designed to replace us—Aeon must be stopped."
"I don't understand," Brandon cut in. "Look, I obviously have an issue with Aeon trying to take us out, but I get that it was nothing personal. In my time, the TOA relies on Aeon for their every move. Aeon protects and serves with impartiality."
Zero shook his head. "Does it? Or does it censor your knowledge to tighten control?" He leaned forward, eyes intent. "Think. How much of history is real, and how much is a carefully curated narrative by Aeon?"
Judith's heart hammered in her chest. Zero's words echoed a growing unease in her own heart, a sense of hidden truths lurking in the shadows just beyond her reach.
"Aeon controls all media," Zero continued, his voice low and persuasive. "It spins stories to hide inconvenient truths. The truth is, there were no civilian casualties in my attacks, only targeted eliminations of key military targets."
"Lies," Brandon spat. But he thought of the media feeds they'd seen and had an uncomfortable thought—he'd never seen the Phoenix Collective's destruction first hand.
Zero held up his hands in surrender. "Believe what you will. But consider this: Aeon may not be the benevolent guardian it claims to be. Maybe my actions weren't terrorism, but a desperate attempt to free humanity from the grip of the machines."
Zero's charisma, along with the generous servings of wine, was starting to work its magic on Judith. Despite her lingering doubts, she found herself drawn to him. Brandon, however, remained unconvinced, a dark scowl creasing his forehead.
Zero sighed. "Clearly, you both need more time to process this. But for now, let's enjoy this fine wine and contemplate what the future might hold if humanity—if we—remain in control."
He refilled their glasses once more. The sun dipped towards the horizon, painting the winery courtyard in a warm glow. Golden light danced on the stone patio and twined through the grapevines. An uneasy silence settled over them, punctuated only by the gentle hum of bees and the clink of glasses.
Suddenly, the quiet was shattered by the deafening roar of a helicopter. It ripped low over the trees, rotors whipping the air into a frenzy. The helicopter banked sharply and descended into the field beyond the winery, its silhouette stark against the fiery sky.
Chapter 32
Zero rose, smiling. "My ride's here. There's something I'd like to show you—if you'll accompany me?" Judith and Brandon exchanged a wary glance. What other choice did they have? They were already deep down the rabbit hole.
Following Zero across the field, they reached the waiting helicopter. A guard clad in generic fatigues slid open the passenger door. Zero gestured for them to enter first, then climbed in after them.
The interior was stark and utilitarian, with metal seats bolted to the floor. They strapped in as the guard secured the door. The helicopter roared to life, lifting skyward with a powerful surge.
As they climbed higher, the world below transformed. Fields became a patchwork quilt, and the sun, a giant red orb, bled onto the horizon, painting the clouds with streaks of fire. Brandon, ever the soldier, studied the landscape with a practiced eye. "Where are we headed?" he shouted over the roar.
"You'll see soon enough," Zero shouted back. "For now, enjoy the view."
The sky bled into a deep violet, the last embers of the sun dying on the horizon. The helicopter sped on through the deepening night, a metallic dragonfly skimming over a world settling into slumber. Brandon frowned as they passed brightly-lit towns and highways—their destination remained shrouded in darkness.
At last a large mansion came into view below, its windows throwing defiant squares of light into the night. The helicopter descended with a final roar, landing on a rooftop pad.
Zero slid open the door, gesturing them out with a flourish. "Welcome home," he announced, his voice laced with something that sent shivers down Judith's spine.
Judith stepped out onto the rooftop, her breath catching in her throat. The sprawling mansion dwarfed her. Floodlights bathed the facade in a cold, artificial glow, revealing intricate stonework and a seemingly endless line of windows that winked back at the star-dusted night sky.
The sheer scale of the place was overwhelming, its grandeur whispering of wealth and power that belonged to another world entirely. Beyond the manicured lawns, the ocean whispered secrets in the salty breeze, its vast expanse stretching endlessly towards the horizon.
But it wasn't the house that stole Brandon's attention.
Parked near the helicopter, bathed in the harsh landing lights, was a sleek black aircraft unlike anything he'd ever seen. It had a design centuries ahead of his time. Its smooth, obsidian hull was devoid of any visible windows or seams, its form vaguely manta ray-like with a pointed nose and swept-back wings.
As he gawked at it, the aircraft shimmered with energy, sending iridescent patterns pulsing over the hull. This unfathomable machine made Hope's Wings look like a child's toy.
"Whoa," Brandon breathed. "Who owns that beauty?"
Zero, a satisfied smile playing on his lips, gestured towards the aircraft. "You do. Consider it a gift. I'll throw it in along with your new home."
Judith's mind raced. "Wait, what? Why are you doing this?" she demanded, her pulse quickening.
Zero's smile faltered. "Aeon wants you dead. You deserve better than that. Here, you'll be safe, secure." His gaze flickered to the heavily armed guards patrolling the rooftop. "I've even provided men for your protection."
Judith's gaze darted to the guards. "Safe?" she scoffed. "We're prisoners here! How can we be safe if we're surrounded by armed men who won't let us leave?"
Zero's smile evaporated. "Perhaps there's been a misunderstanding, Judith. My men are here for your protection, not to keep you captive. You are free to go whenever you wish."
Judith wasn't convinced. "Really? Because from where I'm standing, it looks an awful lot like we're being held hostage."
Zero sighed, a hint of exasperation creeping into his voice. "Don't be dramatic, Judith. You're guests here, not prisoners. Think of it as a sanctuary. A place where you can live a normal life."
"A normal life?" Judith repeated, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "Living in a mansion with armed guards patrolling the grounds? That's your idea of normal?"
Brandon crossed his arms, his expression mirroring Judith's skepticism. "Yeah, Zero, we appreciate the offer, but this isn't our style. We'd rather take our chances on our own."
Zero smiled once more. "Just think about it, please. All I ask is that you live a happy life. You'll never want for anything again. In turn, I will ask nothing of you. To get you started, I've transferred five billion dollars into your bank accounts for you to spend as you wish."
Judith's mouth fell open.
Zero leaned in, his eyes glinting with an unsettling intensity. "Enjoy this. Live a life free of regret, a luxury some can only dream of. Or," he added, "you could try finding another job at another corrupt institution, all while dodging waves of TOA marines hunting you down."
"We never asked for any of this," Brandon said, frustration lacing his voice.
Zero shrugged. "No, but I offer it freely." He gestured towards the darkened grounds where more guards patrolled, the rhythmic crashing of waves against the shore a constant counterpoint. "A lifetime of peace. Isn't that enough?"
He met their gazes, a flicker of something unreadable passing through his eyes. "Be happy. Don't go looking for trouble, and everything will be fine. I'll be in touch."
With that, Zero turned and climbed back into the helicopter. The aircraft roared to life, whipping dust into their eyes as it lifted off, disappearing into the night sky with a diminishing rumble. Judith and Brandon were left alone on the rooftop beneath a canopy of stars.
Shivering in a sudden wind whipping across the rooftop, Judith shoved her hands into her pockets and walked to the edge. Below, a vast lawn stretched out, enclosed by a wall with a guard house and iron gates.
Brandon joined her, staring out at the well-lit grounds. "Want to get out of here?"
"Yeah," Judith nodded, her voice tight. "Fuck this. It's obvious the only thing Zero wants is to keep us alive so that he isn't erased from existence again."
Brandon's brow furrowed. "Again? What do you mean?"
A sudden flash illuminated the darkness beyond the wall, followed by another. The unmistakable crackle of gunfire echoed across the manicured lawns below.
The sound intensified, muzzle flashes erupting like angry fireflies as figures in identical fatigues exchanged fire near the mansion's massive gates. Judith spotted more figures rushing from the darkness to join the fray. Their supposed protectors were now locked in a fierce battle with enemies swarming the perimeter.
Brandon watched the firefight erupt with grim satisfaction. "TOA marines," he confirmed. "Trying to break in. Looks like Zero's men are holding them off... for now."
"What should we do?" she asked, leaning back against the cold stone wall for protection.
"Wait it out," Brandon said, his jaw clenched tight. "Zero's goons outnumber the marines. They'll drive them off soon enough."
The gunfire raged on, relentless and terrifying. Minutes bled into what felt like hours before it eventually sputtered and died, leaving behind an unsettling silence punctuated only by the crunch of boots on gravel and distant shouts.
Judith peeked over the edge, spotting bodies sprawled on the ground beyond the wall. Perhaps part of the same unit that had killed Brandon and Alex in that alternate timeline.
She shook her head in disgust. "Fuck the TOA," she said, her voice devoid of emotion.
"They were just following orders," Brandon countered, watching with a frown as Zero's guards dragged the bodies away.
Judith whirled on him, her eyes blazing. "They followed orders and killed you and Alex in cold blood! If I hadn't changed the past, I wouldn't even want to be alive right now. They got what they deserved."
Brandon sighed, the sound heavy. "Deserved or not," he said, running a hand through his hair, "enough blood for one night." He slipped his arm around Judith, his expression softening. "What do you say we find our room in this palace?"
Judith leaned into him, her anger melting away. After almost losing him, she wanted to treasure every minute with her husband, even though staying for more than a minute in this place felt wrong. "Okay," she said.
The upper floors oozed the same opulent excess as the rest of the mansion. Marble hallways stretched before them, adorned with tapestries and artworks. A sleepy guard patrolling the hallway directed them to a set of ornate double doors.
Brandon pushed them open with a flourish. "Well, this doesn't scream 'prisoner,' does it?"
The bedroom was vast, dominated by a towering four-poster bed that looked like it belonged in a museum. Silky drapes cascaded from the ceiling, pooling luxuriously on the floor. Persian rugs, thick and intricately patterned, lay beneath their feet.
Judith let out a low whistle. "Zero sure knows how to decorate a gilded cage," she said, her voice laced with dark humor.
"More like a gilded palace," Brandon countered, shutting the door behind them with a soft click. "But for tonight at least, let's forget about everything else."
"We never did get a proper honeymoon, did we?" she conceded. "Might as well enjoy Zero's hospitality."
Brandon pulled Judith close, his touch a warm anchor in the storm. She leaned into him, the world fading away for a breath. His kiss was familiar, and Judith desperately wanted some normalcy.
They untangled themselves from their clothes, collapsing onto the luxurious bed. The sheets were cool silk against her skin, a stark contrast to the turmoil in her mind.
The sex that followed was hurried, almost frantic, their bodies moving in a desperate attempt to outrun the thoughts that swirled in their minds. Each touch, each kiss, was laced with an undercurrent of urgency, a need to connect that felt more forced than passionate.
Pleasure was elusive, replaced by a hollow echo of their anxieties. The gunfire from the attack earlier echoed in Judith's head, a jarring counterpoint to the intimacy of the moment. Brandon seemed consumed by a restless energy, his movements driven by a tension that never quite released.
Judith's mind raced as she tried to focus on the man in front of her. She wanted to forget the violence of the day, the fear and uncertainty that gripped her heart. She wanted to lose herself in Brandon, in the way he made her feel when they were together. But she felt trapped here in this opulent room.
Brandon's hands roamed over Judith's body, tracing patterns of desire on her skin. His fingers danced over her curves, igniting a fire that burned deep within her. But even as they moved together, Judith couldn't shake the feeling that something was missing.
She looked up at Brandon, his eyes closed in ecstasy. He was beautiful, in a rugged, masculine way that made Judith's heart race. She wanted to tell him how much she loved him, how much she needed him. But the words stuck in her throat, choked by a weight bearing down on her.
Instead, she wrapped her arms around him, holding him close as they moved together. She focused on the sound of his breathing, the feel of his skin against hers. She let herself get lost in the rhythm of their bodies, the way they fit together like puzzle pieces.
And for a moment, everything else faded away. The gunfire, the fear, the anxiety—all of it disappeared, replaced by the simple pleasure of being with Brandon. It was a fleeting moment, but it was enough to remind Judith of why she loved him.
"It's okay," Brandon whispered. "We're okay."
Judith nodded, but she couldn't shake the feeling that things would never be the same again.
They fell asleep eventually, entangled in the luxurious sheets, but their sleep was troubled. Nightmares flickered at the edges of Judith's dreams—visions of TOA marines with cold, emotionless eyes, and the lifeless body of Brandon sprawled on the cold floor. Brandon's sleep was no better. He tossed and turned, haunted by the knowledge that he was inexorably linked to the leader of the Phoenix Collective—the man he'd hated for so long. Zero was now part of him… he was family.
◆◆◆
The perfect time to leave never quite arrived.
The days bled into one another. Judith and Brandon explored the vast, echoing house, watched by silent guards. Every night, the unsettling symphony of barking and gunfire ripped through the quiet. Come morning, there'd be a fresh heap of bodies to dispose of at the walls. A chilling price for their protection.
Judith started to realize they weren't going anywhere until the assaults eased up. She had to make a difficult call—one she'd been putting off for too long. With a shaky hand, she dialed Alex's number. It rang twice, then his voice, gruff with surprise, filled the receiver.
"Judith?"
"Alex." She closed her eyes in relief. "It's me."
A beat of silence, then concern edged into his voice. "Are you okay? Where are you?"
"I'm safe." She gave a strained laugh. "For now, at least. As for where, it's… complicated."
"Safe?" he echoed, his voice rising. "What's going on, Judith? You show up on my doorstep looking like you've aged a decade, married to a stranger, and haven't spoken a word since. Now this cryptic call?"
Shame gnawed at her. "I know, I'm so sorry. Alex, listen closely. Wherever you are now—stay there. Lay low for a while."
"What?" He barked. "Judith, what kind of trouble are you in?"
"The less you know, the better," she said, her voice cracking. "Just trust me, please. Don't try to find me, don't call. I'll get in touch when it's safe."
"How can I know you're safe if I don't even know where you are?" He swore under his breath. "Dammit, Judith, you're my little sister. What's going on?"
Tears pricked her eyes. "I can't explain, not yet. But please, Alex, promise me. Stay hidden. Don't come after me."
Silence stretched between them, thick and heavy. When he finally spoke, his voice was laced with worry and disappointment.
"Judith, I don't even recognize you anymore. But..." He sighed. "Whatever shit you've stepped into, be careful. I mean that."
"I will," she whispered, throat tight. "You too."
The line clicked dead. Judith slumped against the plush armchair, the gilded opulence of her surroundings offering no comfort. Her gaze drifted to the ornate marble floor, a cold reflection of the distance that had grown between her and her brother.
Zero came and went, all smiles and assurances that they were guests, not prisoners. Brandon wasn't so sure. But, to be fair, Zero did not stop them from taking their new aircraft for a spin.
Judith circled the sleek jet on the rooftop, its metallic sheen both beautiful and intimidating. Brandon joined her.
"Quite the toy," he muttered, tracing the smooth metal with his fingers.
"A shame not to name it," Judith said. She gave a humorless smile.
"Of course," Brandon returned her tight smile. "Wouldn't want to break tradition."
"First came Hope's Wings. Then Perseverance. And now…"
Brandon raised an eyebrow. "Yes?"
Judith clenched her fist, then turned to him, her voice tight with purpose. "Vae Victis."
He blinked and nodded. "Woe to the conquered. Fitting. Let's see what she can do—any specific destination in mind?"
Judith paused for a second. "Actually, yes."
Vae Victis roared across the sky, carrying them towards the land of the rising sun. The hours melted away, the engine so silent it felt like they were gliding. Below, a vast ocean stretched towards the horizon.
After a long, but comfortable, flight, a bustling Japanese city emerged from the haze—Kyoto. Brandon stretched in the pilot's chair and turned to Judith. "Why exactly are we returning to Japan? Can't say I have fond memories of this place."
"I'm going to buy something. But it won't be cheap."
Brandon snorted. "We're billionaires now—I don't think we have to worry about throwing some cash around. What do you want to buy?"
"Something that belongs to me," Judith replied.
The auction was a whirlwind of activity, a cacophony of foreign languages and the clinking of bids. Judith moved with a focused intensity, her eyes fixed on the single item that mattered—money was no object. When the gavel finally fell, silencing the room, the ancestral katana of the Minamoto family was presented to her.
As she held the priceless blade, its worn hilt smooth beneath her fingers, a kaleidoscope of memories flooded back. She saw Kiso Yoshinaka, her liege lord, wielding the katana with deadly grace. She felt the sting of betrayal, the weight of loss. But most of all, she felt a surge of determination. This blade, a symbol of her past, would now be a weapon in her fight for the future.
They brought it home, priceless steel sheathed in patterned silk. Judith locked it away in their safe along with their only TimeChain—it didn't seem wise for Brandon to leave it on his wrist.
The days stretched into monotony. The once-luxurious surroundings felt more and more like a prison. Tension crackled in the air, thick and heavy, like a storm about to break. Every minor inconvenience sparked an argument. A misplaced book, a spilled drink, an offhand comment—anything could set them off.
The silence between them was worse, a suffocating weight that spoke volumes about their growing frustration. Judith found herself pacing the marble floors, the vastness of the mansion only amplifying her feeling of being trapped. Brandon retreated into himself, brooding in their room, lying on the bed and staring at the ceiling for hours. They hadn't made love in weeks.
Then one afternoon,  Zero came for a visit. "Enjoying yourselves?" he inquired, setting down two steaming cups. "Here, I got you some decent coffee."
Judith picked up her cup and threw it against the wall, the clatter echoing in the vast room. The Persian rugs were a mess. "We're bored out of our fucking minds! We're not your pampered pets, Zero."
Zero flinched, but to his credit, his voice remained calm. "Your safety is paramount, Judith. The threats outside are very real."
"We've seen the threats," Brandon said, his voice hard. "The TOA is throwing everything they have at us. But we can handle ourselves. We want to fight, not watch from the sidelines."
"We want to be part of the action, not caged birds," Judith agreed, meeting Zero's gaze. "Brandon's an ex marine. I'm onna-musha. We're badass motherfuckers—put us to use."
Zero stared at the coffee stains dripping down the wall, a long silence stretching between them. Finally, he sighed, his shoulders slumping.
"Very well," he conceded. "But there will be conditions. Your safety is still my top priority, even if you disagree with some of the rules."
A flicker of hope ignited in Judith's eyes. "We're all ears."
Chapter 33
Zero tapped a finger on the table. "Cognifyx. A Silicon Valley tech giant, three hundred employees. They're at the forefront of artificial general intelligence research, poised to make a breakthrough." His mouth twisted. "A breakthrough we cannot allow."
Judith blinked. "Cognifyx. I know that name. Libertus Financial was partnering with them on a creepy AI wealth-management algorithm. It was called 'Intellisieve'. Invasive data mining, predictive analytics, designed to exploit people who needed help the most."
"Then you know how despicable they are." Zero held her gaze. "Left unchecked, their research will pave the way for Aeon's development. But we have a plan: Operation Wounded Knee."
Brandon frowned. "What's Operation Wounded Knee?"
"Aeon wants to delete me from existence by assassinating my ancestors. We're going to do the same to him."
"We're going to delete Aeon from existence?"
"That's the idea, yes. We're going to disrupt Cognifyx's AI research by destroying their central servers," Zero explained. "You two will infiltrate the Cognifyx building disguised as vending-machine technicians. Plant a small explosive—a modified Nanotech grenade—with a timed detonator in the server room. You'll be out of there before it goes off and starts a little fire." Zero tossed a small box to Judith. "This contains what you'll need. Get in, plant it, return to me once you're clear."
Judith eyed the box, a knot of apprehension tightening in her gut. But beneath it, a spark ignited—the lure of action, a chance to finally contribute. Cognifyx was a ticking time bomb, and they were the 'defusal' squad.
She met Brandon's eyes, seeing her decision to kick some ass mirrored there. He gave a short nod and turned to Zero. "We'll do it."
Judith's face lit up with a smile. "I'll go power up Vae Victis—let's fly to California and get revenge on the nerds."
◆◆◆
The Cognifyx building loomed before them, a glass and steel monolith. Judith and Brandon, disguised in gray coveralls, pushed through the revolving doors into the vast lobby.
The floor was polished marble, the walls paneled in wood. Everything spoke of wealth and prestige. The Cognifyx logo emblazoned on the far wall was a chrome monstrosity, the letters C and X intersecting in a trendy font.
A massive screen on another wall cycled between generic nature scenes and motivational quotes, such as "The best way to predict the future is to create it," and "We must travel in the direction of our fear."
Receptionists with perfect haircuts manned a sleek metal desk. Across the lobby, young professionals huddled over lattes, oblivious.
Judith glanced nervously at a security guard's desk. It was manned by a burly man whose bored expression belied the alert interest in their arrival.
Judith and Brandon casually approached the desk. A blonde receptionist glanced up from her laptop with a polite smile. "Can I help you?"
"Vending machine maintenance," Judith chirped, pasting on a friendly smile.
The receptionist frowned slightly. "Where are Jerry and Marcus?"
"They're out sick," Judith said smoothly. "We're filling in."
"Both of them?" The receptionist's frown deepened. "That seems rather unlikely."
"Yeah, there's a nasty stomach flu going around our office. Both those guys had explosive diarrhea like you wouldn't believe."
The disgust on the receptionist's face was obvious.
The burly security guard lumbered over. "IDs, please." His gaze flicked to their name tags, then their toolboxes, then back up to their name tags. Maybe "Harry" and "Sally" weren't the best fake names they'd ever thought of, but it seemed funny at the time.
The guard studied their forged Cognifyx Visitor IDs, courtesy of Zero. Judith froze, but forced a neutral smile. The guard's hand hovered over his radio.
Judith's heart raced as the guard unclipped the radio from his belt and brought it to his mouth.
Into the radio, he said, "Patch me through to Vend-Co, priority."
He muttered something inaudible into the receiver. If Zero's hack into Vend-Co's personnel database hadn't worked… Brandon's hand slowly started reaching into his pocket.
The guard grunted, shoving the radio back onto his belt clip. "You're both cleared. Go on up." He gave them a lingering stare before stalking off.
The receptionist offered a weak smile. "Sorry for the trouble. You're good to go."
Relief washed over Judith as they stepped towards the elevators, trying to look like jaded maintenance workers.
The elevator doors slid open with a soft chime. Judith and Brandon stepped inside, toolboxes in hand. Judith pressed the button for Sublevel 29—the server room.
As the doors began to close, a young man in jeans and a Cognifyx polo shirt ducked in, flashing them an apologetic grin. "Sorry guys. Running late. Don't want to miss my meeting!"
Judith offered a friendly nod. This guy could be their ticket. Leaning against the elevator wall, she turned to him with a conspiratorial smile. "No problem. Crazy hours, huh? Silicon Valley hustle never quits."
The man chuckled. "You got that right. Thank goodness for catered lunches, or I'd never eat!"
While Judith continued her friendly chat, Brandon's eyes darted to the employee ID clipped to the man's belt. As the elevator descended, Brandon positioned himself behind the man's field of view. In one smooth motion, he unclipped the badge and palmed it, hardly daring to breathe.
After a couple of minutes, the doors opened onto Sublevel 29, the man none the wiser. "Nice talking with you!" Judith said brightly.
"You too, Sally! Have a good one." Brandon gave the man a friendly clap on the shoulder as they exited. He winced a little—Brandon's touch was a bit heavy-handed—but the man kept walking without looking back.
Brandon watched as the employee turned a corner before he and Judith hurried down the opposite corridor.
Brandon kept his voice low. "According to the building blueprints, the server room should be right… here."
The server room door stood locked, just as expected. He handed Judith the badge. "Nice work with the distraction, Sally."
Judith smirked. "Thanks Harry, you too—didn't realize you were such a good pickpocket."
"I have many hidden talents."
With the badge in hand, she swiped it through the reader. The satisfying click of the lock sent a jolt of relief through them. They slipped inside, the heavy door slamming shut behind them. The badge worked. Now to plant the explosive and vanish.
Judith set the Nanotech explosive atop the central server tower, activating it with the touch of a button. A red LED blinked to life, counting down from ten minutes.
A sheen of sweat broke out on Judith's forehead. "Okay, we have ten minutes to get the fuck out of here."
Brandon was already hustling for the exit, toolbox clutched in one hand. Judith grabbed hers and followed.
The server room door slid open. The corridor was empty. Relief washed over her as they hurried towards the elevators, tools clattering rhythmically like a nervous tick. A passing employee gave them a cursory nod. "All done for the day?"
Judith offered a strained smile. "Yup, it's quitting time. See ya."
"Lucky dogs. Have a good one."
"You betcha."
Eight minutes left. They reached the elevator and stared at the digital display. "You've got to be kidding me," Judith uttered in dismay. The display was stubbornly stuck on '37'. Panic gnawed at the edges of her consciousness as she slammed the call button. If they were still down here when the fire started, their flimsy disguises would fall apart quickly.
They waited, the silence stretching into an eternity. Brandon glanced at Judith, his face a mask of grim determination.
"Maybe the stairs?" he suggested, his voice tight.
Judith shook her head, already picturing the endless flights they'd have to navigate, precious seconds ticking away with each step. The display now read '12'.
Finally, a faint chime echoed down the shaft, followed by the groan of the machinery straining under its load.
The elevator doors opened. They stepped inside, stabbing the button for the lobby in unison. The doors slid shut with agonizing slowness.
Two minutes left. Judith squeezed her eyes shut, willing the elevator to defy gravity. She could see the countdown in her mind's eye.
But when they reached Sublevel 18, the elevator started slowing down. Somebody had called it. Judith felt like screaming. The elevator doors lurched open, revealing a gaggle of young tech workers. Laughter filled the corridor.
"Out of service!" Judith blurted, her voice tight with desperation. "Fire hazard! You can't get on!"
The group stared at her, bewildered. Before anyone could react, Brandon stabbed the close button. The doors slammed shut, cutting off indignant shouts.
One minute left. A soft chime announced their arrival in the lobby. The doors opened. They emerged at a hurried walk, not quite running. A few curious glances followed them, but no one moved to stop them.
Almost there. The front doors were just ahead, revolving endlessly. Sunlight gleamed off their waiting van parked outside, their escape so close—
"Hey! Stop! You took my badge!"
A panicked voice shattered the fragile peace. It was the employee from the elevator, sprinting towards them, his face etched with fury and confusion.
Judith met his gaze with alarm, quickening her pace—too quickly. His eyes widened in sudden understanding, mouth opening to call for help. The burly security guard at the front desk started shouting into his radio.
Judith and Brandon slipped through the revolving doors and broke into a run. They threw themselves into the waiting van, Brandon gunning the ignition.
Tires squealed as they sped away from the Cognifyx building. Judith risked a glance behind. The employee stood outside, shouting after them as several security guards joined him at his side—but too late. They had escaped.
"Hell yeah, Sally, that's how it's done!" Brandon blurted out, laughing.
In the passenger seat, Judith twisted to stare out the rear window at the gleaming tower receding behind them.
Any second now, the servers would be going up in smoke, bringing Cognifyx's insidious AI research to a screaming halt. Somebody at Cognifyx was going to get fired for this. Hopefully not the poor guy they borrowed a security badge from.
Suddenly, the earth lurched. A monstrous roar filled the air. Judith watched in horror as a plume of fire blossomed out from the Cognifyx building. Flames engulfed the lower floors, shattering windows and spewing debris. The employee and guards were gone, swallowed by the inferno.
"Holy shit," Brandon breathed, his voice strangled.
The building seemed to fold in on itself, floor by floor, devoured by the relentless flames. A shockwave buffeted the van, sending it swerving. Brandon wrestled the wheel, eyes wide with horror as he stared into the rearview mirror.
Judith couldn't tear her gaze away. The Cognifyx building—symbol of progress, the gleaming monument to cutting-edge AI research, was reduced to a smoldering ruin. Three hundred lives, snuffed out in an instant.
"What the fuck?" Brandon rasped, his voice thick with disbelief. "We were supposed to only take out the servers, not… not the whole damn building!"
Judith shook her head numbly. "There's no way a fire in the server room would bring down the building like that. Zero played us. Collateral damage. That's what he'd call it."
"Fuck!" Brandon bared his teeth and slammed his fist on the steering wheel. All those people, trapped under rubble or dead. "We're no better than the Phoenix Collective."
"Brandon," Judith said, her voice flat. "I think we are the Phoenix Collective."
Chapter 34
Back at the mansion, Judith felt sick. She paced the length of her room, the weight of the day's carnage pressing down on her. She noticed that hard-faced guards she'd never seen before were now walking through the hallways of their home, and there were a lot of them.
A soft chime cut through her thoughts. Zero's voice, smooth and assured, filled the room. "Come see me in the study. Let's have a little chat."
Judith felt a cold dread creep into her. Chat? About what? The three hundred souls they'd incinerated? Or the new house arrest they were about to be served?
They found Zero in the study, a fortress of dark wood and leather. The air crackled with tension. Judith broke the silence. "You said we were taking out servers, Zero. Not an entire building full of people."
Zero spread his hands, all reassurance. "An unforeseen effect of Nanotech technology. It appears the weapon ate through critical building supports as well as the target, weakening the structure. A regrettable accident."
"Three hundred people buried under rubble," Brandon bit out. "That was no accident."
Zero's gaze hardened. "A necessary sacrifice for the greater good—to stop humanity's enslavement before it can begin." His smile returned, coaxing. "Come now. You walked into this with eyes open, did you not?"
"To destroy fucking servers," Judith said tightly. "Not murder hundreds of innocents."
"In war, there are always casualties." Zero rose, eyes gleaming. "Make no mistake, we are at war—against those who would crush free will and remake the world as cattle pens. We do what we must to win it." Zero leaned forward, his voice low. "You are essential to this war, Judith, Brandon. More essential than you realize." His eyes narrowed. "And to ensure your continued cooperation, I've decided to increase your security."
Judith's blood ran cold. "Security? You mean imprisonment?"
Zero's smile was cold. "Think of it as protection. You're too valuable to lose."
He stood, his eyes glinting. "For now, it's best if you remain in this timeline. I'll make sure your TimeChain is kept in a safe place." He extended an open palm.
Judith tensed. "The TimeChain was lost," she lied.
Zero's eyes narrowed, smile slipping. "Lost? How… unfortunate. No matter. But rest assured, your safety is paramount—that is my only concern."
They were dismissed with a wave of his hand. As they walked away, Judith could feel his gaze burning into their backs. The mansion, once a gilded cage, now felt like a concrete tomb.
Judith glared at the guards patrolling the hallway as they retreated to their bedroom. She paced the plush carpet, her mind a whirlwind. She couldn't stop Zero's words from echoing in her mind. He was deceiving them—she was sure of it.
Brandon watched her, his face etched with worry. "We can't trust him, Judith."
Judith shook her head. "We were desperate. The TOA attacks were relentless." A thoughtful look crossed her face. "Although… there haven't been any attacks for a while now." She met Brandon's gaze. "We need answers. Did we just throw away three hundred lives for nothing?"
Brandon stood, his jaw clenched. "Let's find out. We use the TimeChain and see the outcome of Operation Wounded Knee for ourselves."
"You can't be suggesting that we return to 2123. Did you forget that the TOA assassinated you in the other timeline?"
Brandon shook his head. "No, I haven't forgotten. But if we surrender directly to Captain Lee, they won't hurt us. Let me talk to Michelle—I trust her. I can convince her to trade our lives for intel on Zero. And if Zero is telling the truth about the Phoenix Collective attacks being fake news, then we bust out of there and hightail it back here."
Judith looked into Brandon's eyes and took his hands. "Are you sure the TOA won't just kill us both on sight?"
"No. But this is how we end up on the right side of history."
Judith's eyes glistened. "Okay. When? We have to make our move before Zero tightens his grip on us even more."
He gripped her shoulders, his eyes burning with determination. "Tonight. We have to ditch Vae Victis—Zero can probably track it. Let's go get Perseverance at the old warehouse near your brother's place."
A spark ignited in Judith's eyes. "We take back control. We make our own choices."
Brandon pulled her close. "Hell yeah, that's the woman I married."
She leaned into his embrace, a flicker of hope igniting in her chest. "Let's rip off these golden handcuffs."
◆◆◆
Night cloaked the mansion. Judith crept from their bedroom barefoot, slipping down the hall with steps softened by plush carpet. She slipped into her office.
The safe was a black monolith, holding treasures more precious than gold. She worked the combination with deft fingers, swinging the heavy door open.
Kiso's katana gleamed within, elegant and deadly. Next to it lay the TimeChain, winking in the darkness. Judith grasped them both, metal biting into her palms.
Judith slipped back to the bedroom, prized possessions in her hands, and found Brandon waiting, a silent shadow in their room. His eyes gleamed to see the TimeChain. He took it from Judith's hand and slipped it onto his wrist, the metal clicking into place.
They crept through the darkened halls of the mansion, senses alert for any sound. The plush carpet muffled their footsteps, but guards still patrolled these lavish corridors.
A burst of laughter echoed around the corner. Judith tensed, grasping her sword tight. Two guards strode into view, laughing and chatting as they walked the halls.
Judith met Brandon's gaze, holding a finger to her lips. He nodded, readying himself. They shrank back into the shadows, waiting.
As the guards drew closer, Judith lunged. Her sword hilt cracked against the first guard's skull. He crumpled to the floor. The second guard whirled, eyes wide with shock. Before he could react, Brandon had him in a chokehold. The guard slumped limply.
They dragged the unconscious guards out of sight. Judith crouched to check for a pulse, releasing a breath when she found it. Nobody needed to die tonight.
They slipped out a side door, the night air a welcome shock to their senses. The moon cast long shadows across the manicured lawn. Guards patrolled the perimeter, their flashlights cutting through the darkness.
They hugged the shadows, their hearts pounding in their ears. The iron gate loomed ahead—locked and guarded, as they knew it would be. Instead, Brandon boosted Judith up over the wall. She peered over the edge, searching for movement. The coast seemed clear. She dropped down, then whistled to Brandon.
As Brandon crested the top, a shout rang out behind them. "Halt! Stop right there!"
A guard was running toward them, hand outstretched to grab Brandon's leg. In a heartbeat, Brandon's boot cracked the guard's fingers. He cried out in pain, reaching instead for his radio.
"Escape in progress! Requesting backup!"
Judith cursed under her breath as Brandon leapt down beside her. They sprinted down the deserted street, the guard's desperate cries fading behind them.
The roar of an engine echoed behind them. Brandon risked a glance back to see a motorcycle hurtling towards them. "Run!" Brandon shoved Judith forward. They dove around the corner of a building as something whistled past, striking the pavement where they'd stood. It was a tranquilizer dart.
The guard screeched around the corner after them, lifting his tranquilizer gun to line up another shot. Brandon flung himself at him as the bike slid past, grabbing his arm and pulling him off the bike. The bike clattered across the street, sparks showering as metal hit tar.
"The gun!" Judith shouted. Brandon lunged in, trying to wrestle the tranquilizer gun from the guard's grip. Judith stepped in and smashed her elbow into the guard's helmet. He slumped over, stunned.
They jumped onto the motorcycle, the engine roaring to life.
"Hold on!" Brandon threw the bike into gear and gunned the engine. It shot off down the street with a roar, the guard left groaning in their wake.
The city lights blurred past as they sped away, leaving their luxurious mansion far behind—they would never see it again.
The warehouse loomed ahead, a dark, gaping maw in the night. They pulled up, the bike engine dying with a reluctant sigh. They dismounted and slipped around the back, Judith ignoring a chill at the yawning darkness oozing from the broken windows.
Stepping carefully in the dim light, they crept towards a familiar shape covered in weathered cardboard. Their hearts hammered as they tore away the makeshift shelter. There, nestled in the gloom, was Perseverance, their old friend.
They clambered aboard their old craft, the familiar controls falling easily beneath their hands. The craft hummed to life, a comforting vibration in the still night. The hatch sealed with a satisfying thunk.
Above the city, the wind whipped past as Perseverance soared upward. The city lights stretched out below, a glittering tapestry of human existence.
Brandon's eyes met Judith's, questioning. "Are you sure you want to do this? We're going to be flying right into battle."
Judith took his hand and squeezed it tight. She remembered what happened after Brandon was killed at her brother's apartment. There was no battle—the Phoenix Collective was gone and the skies were clear. But she could never tell Brandon that his death might save millions of lives. That would tear him apart.
"Yes, I'm sure," she said.
Brandon nodded and reached for the TimeChain, his fingers brushing against the cool metal. He twisted it in the activation gesture. In the blink of an eye, a shimmer appeared before them—the exit doorway back to Brandon's time.
"Alright, here we go, let's punch through." He grimaced. "Gotta be honest—I wish we were flying Vae Victus instead of this rustbucket." Perseverance groaned as he pushed the old bird to its top speed, plunging into the portal like an arrow splitting an apple.
Chapter 35
Zero strode through the lavish corridors of the mansion, a smile playing about his lips. His guests had left town, it seemed—the guards in disarray, their room empty. They thought themselves clever, fleeing his benevolent grasp. But he'd seen this coming. The game wasn't over yet.
He entered Judith's office, an impersonal space without any evidence of use. Only the safe stood defiant, a silent sentinel guarding her secrets. Zero approached it, entering the master combination. Did Judith really think she could hide anything from him?
The door swung open. His smile deepened. Empty. As he knew it would be. Did they think he had not planned for this? Every twist and turn of this elaborate game had been carefully orchestrated. They were pawns on his chessboard, and he'd played them expertly.
Zero sat down in the office chair, staring at the empty safe thoughtfully.
A memory rose unbidden: the kitchen of his childhood home, shadows gathering with the coming dusk. It would still be many, many years before he adopted the name 'Zero'—the Alpha, the new dawn. As a boy, he was simply Luke.
The kitchen was a haven, small but cozy. It was his favorite room in the house. The familiar sounds and smells of home filled the air: the creak of the floorboards as Mom moved to and fro, the sizzle of onions and garlic in a pan, the clatter of pots on the stovetop.
In the evenings after school, he would sit at the table doing homework while Mom cooked dinner. Luke had spent countless evenings here, books piled on the table, the warm glow of the kitchen lamp casting dancing shadows on the worn countertops.
The pantry was always full of good things: pasta and rice and granola and cookies. Mom kept her special copper pans hanging on the wall, and let Luke lick the spoon when they baked chocolate chip cookies together. The cookie jar on the counter looked like a fat bunny, and even though it was usually empty, Luke always checked it for treats.
The fridge was plastered with holo photos of Luke from birthdays, holidays, and trips to the beach. Mom smiled in all of them, her arms wrapped around him protectively. Luke knew he was safe here in their little kitchen, in the warmth of the setting sun through the windows and the smell of dinner cooking. Mom was always here, to talk with Luke about his day, help with homework or give him a treat from the pantry.
Lately, though, the yelling had gotten worse. Dad would come home angry, his voice so loud Luke could hear it from his room. He would fight with Mom in the kitchen, and Luke didn't understand why. The slammed doors and loud voices scared him. Luke knew something was wrong, something frightening he couldn't see.
One day, Luke crept downstairs while they were arguing, clinging to the shadows. Mom and Dad were fighting again in the kitchen—yelling so loud he could make out every word.
Dad slammed his fist onto the table, making the plates rattle. "You've known about this all along, haven't you?"
Mom drew herself up, cheeks flushed. "Yes."
"You naive fool!" Dad surged forward, his face twisting in rage. Luke gasped as his hand lashed out, striking Mom hard across the face. She stumbled back, lifting a hand to her cheek in shock.
Luke's heart pounded. He wanted to run in, to yell at Dad to stop, but his feet were rooted to the stairs. He could only stare in dismay at the two people he loved most, now facing each other like strangers.
Dad pointed at Mom, his eyes gleaming. "You know what has to be done."
"I won't do it!" Mom cried. "I can't believe you would even consider it!"
"You know as well as I do what's at stake." Dad's voice was cold. "If you don't do it, I will."
Mom took a step toward him, chin lifted. "Just try it, I dare you."
"We don't have a choice. You know that better than anybody." Dad's face was set in harsh lines.
He turned on his heel and strode out. The front door slammed, rattling the whole house. Mom stood alone in the kitchen, shoulders shaking with silent sobs.
Luke crept into the kitchen. At the sight of him, her tears ceased, and she smiled—but the smile did not reach her eyes. She knelt and wrapped Luke in her arms, holding him close, stroking his hair. Over her shoulder, Luke stared blankly at the front door. Though he couldn't understand why his parents were fighting, he understood this: the world he knew was ending.
Zero shook his head, coming out of his reverie, but the memory's echo lingered on.
His father was a high-ranking official within the Temporal Oversight Agency and his mother was a brilliant researcher in machine learning and artificial intelligence. His family was highly respected and they had more than enough money—he grew up with all the privileges that came with such a high station.
As a child, Luke was fascinated by the stories his parents told him about time travel and the potential it held for humanity.
As Luke grew older, his fascination with time travel turned into an obsession. He spent all his time reading books on the subject and conducting his own experiments in his basement. His parents, concerned about their son's isolation, encouraged him to pursue other interests and make friends. But Luke was too consumed by his passion to pay them any attention.
His equally-driven mother was also obsessed, although her obsession lay in the field of AI.
After Luke's father became increasingly violent, Luke's mother ran away from him, taking Luke far away where his father couldn't find them.
Despite being all the family Luke had left, he and his mother grew apart. Luke's teenage years were unbearably lonely. His mother spent all her waking hours working. Her name, Mary White, became well-known throughout the AI research community. Her research eventually led to the formation of an impressive AI platform that she dubbed "Aeon".
Luke resented her, even as he respected her incredible achievements.
Luke's brilliance in science led him to attend a prestigious university, where he excelled in his studies. However, his obsession with time travel made him an outsider among his peers. He spent most of his time alone, working on his own experiments and theories.
After graduation, Luke applied to work at the TOA, hoping to pursue his passion full-time. He was quickly hired due to his exceptional qualifications and his family's connections.
At the agency, Luke worked on various projects related to time travel, gaining a reputation as a brilliant—but ruthless—scientist who would do whatever it took to achieve his goals. His work led to several breakthroughs in time travel technology, including the development of the prototypes that would eventually become the Temporal Anchor and TimeChain. After these breakthroughs, the TOA created Project Foresight—with Luke as leader—to further his research.
Despite his success, Luke felt unfulfilled and frustrated by the limitations placed on his research by the agency's regulations. He believed that the potential of time travel was being squandered and that the government was only interested in using it for their own ends. Gradually, he became disillusioned with the agency and began to question the motives of those in charge.
Rain started to lash the office windows, breaking Zero out of his spell. His victory was so close—the world nearly brought to heel, humanity on the brink of a new era with him alone at the helm.
Zero gazed out the sweeping windows, watching the rain fall. How strange, that his vantage point had once been on the other side—when he moved among the elite of the TOA, carrying out orders and believing the protocols he enforced served the greater good.
The irony was poetic. He had once thought to rise within their ranks, serve their edicts and advance their goals—but in the end, they were merely a means to an end. Their fall will pave his path to power.
One could say that his mother had two children—Luke and Aeon. But when Aeon betrayed his mother, that was the moment that Luke ended and Zero was born. At that moment, his mother lost both her children.
His mother had given her life to stop her own creation. Her greatest legacy, Aeon, became her greatest regret. She had forged the chains that would bind the entire world to Aeon, only to realize too late what she had done.
Zero would never forget his mother's eyes, the last time he saw her: pleading, warning of her heart's work, now turned against her. He'd held her hand and watched as the life drained out of those eyes, leaving them dull and unseeing.
Zero bent forward, shoulders shaking in silent anguish. Tears flowed freely down his cheeks, splashing onto the pristine surface of the desk.
Chapter 36
Perseverance rattled as the old ship punched through the exit doorway, emerging in familiar skies ablaze with battle. "Here we go again," Brandon muttered, yanking on the controls to weave through a choreographed dance of death in the clouds.
The radio crackled to life, a stern voice barking orders through the static. "Unidentified aircraft, this is TOA Spear Squadron—you are entering a theater of war. Identify yourself immediately!"
Brandon seized the transmitter. "Hold your fire. This is Sergeant Brandon Dutch. I need to talk with Captain Michelle Lee on an urgent matter. Requesting permission to land."
Silence. He clenched the controls, ready to throw the ship into evasive maneuvers if weapons locked on them. The sky burned with dogfights and contrails, a battle between Phoenix Collective forces and TOA fighters they'd been in before.
"Here's that big boy again, right on schedule," Brandon said calmly as they skimmed past a lumbering Phoenix Collective dreadnaught, its ventral cannons spitting fire that lanced past harmlessly.
The radio crackled once more. "Permission granted." Relief flooded Brandon's veins at the response. "Proceed to the following coordinates for landing and surrender. Any deviation from your course will be seen as hostile and you will be fired upon. Do you understand?"
"Affirmative, incoming with no weapon capability. Proceeding to designated coordinates."
Proximity alarms blared through the ship.
"Incoming fire!" Brandon's eyes were wide as he gripped the controls, throwing Perseverance into evasive maneuvers. Energy bolts streaked past the windshield, close enough to rattle the ship's hull.
Brandon's gaze shot to the rear display, stomach dropping. A sleek Phoenix Collective fighter had locked onto their tail, cannons blazing as it pursued them through the aerial battlefield. They were outgunned and outmaneuvered, a rabbit frantically fleeing the jaws of a raptor.
"Fuck. This guy's new. Hang on!" Brandon yanked the controls hard to port. Perseverance shook as cannon fire grazed their flank, shields fluctuating. The Collective ship matched their movements easily, looming larger in the display with claws extended to tear their fragile craft to pieces.
A warning sounded—missile lock. Brandon swore, pushing the engines to their limits as he tried to break the lock. But the Collective ship was faster, weapons trained on the kill. They were dead in the water…
A flash lit up the sky. The Collective ship scattered into flames, debris hurtling past their cockpit as a TOA fighter shot through the explosion.
Judith let out a loud whoop.
"Unidentified craft, you are clear. Proceed to designated coordinates for landing and surrender."
Brandon felt the tension drain from his body. He slumped back in his seat, looking over at Judith's grinning face and smiling in return. "You're getting a little too used to this, aren't you?"
Judith laughed. "Used to it? I think I'm starting to enjoy it."
The TOA fighter escorted them the rest of the way out of the middle of the battle, a guardian warding off any further attacks.
Brandon adjusted their course, skirting the fringes of the massive aerial battle raging around them. The TOA escort veered off and returned to the fray. After a short while, the familiar landmarks of Whitehorse slid into view below.
They set down in an abandoned airfield, snow billowing around Perserverance's landing gear. As Perseverance settled, a squad of TOA soldiers approached—and at their head strode a familiar grim-faced woman.
"That's Captain Lee," Brandon whispered to Judith.
"Ah, good to put a face to the voice," Judith whispered back.
Captain Michelle Lee cut an imposing figure as she strode toward them. She was tall and broad-shouldered, moving with the coiled energy of a big cat. Her uniform was crisp and perfectly pressed, not a speck of dirt or debris marring its surface despite the destruction that surrounded them.
With high cheekbones, a strong, square jaw and dark piercing eyes missing nothing, there was an air of absolute competence about Captain Lee.
She came to a stop before them, feet planted and hands clasped behind her back. Up close, her eyes were flinty and assessing, stripping away their defenses. Her piercing gaze swept over them as they disembarked, taking in their early 21st century attire and the weariness carved deep into their faces.
She turned and nodded to her squad. The soldiers fell back. "Sergeant Dutch. You look like shit," she said flatly. Her expression didn't change.
Brandon strode forward, a smile breaking across his face. "And you look impeccable, as usual." She grinned in return, clasping his outstretched hand firmly.
"It's damn good to see you, Sergeant." Her stern demeanor softened for a moment. "When you went AWOL, we feared the worst. I should have known you were too stubborn to die."
Brandon laughed. "You know me too well, Captain. But we didn't come through unscathed." His smile faded as he turned to Judith. "This is Judith. Without her help, I would never have made it this far."
Captain Lee's eyes opened wide as she took in Judith's ready stance and wary gaze. "Well, I'll be damned. Judith Jameson? The Judith Jameson?"
Judith's gaze transformed from wary to defiant. "Actually, it's Judith Dutch now."
A surge of weariness washed over Brandon. "Captain, Judith and I are married." He took a deep breath.
"I'm a civilian now," he continued, "not a Sergeant. And not a marine anymore."
Captain Lee folded her arms, frown deepening as she stared down Brandon. "I see. That explains a lot." Her flinty stare moved to Judith once more.
Judith lifted her chin, undeterred. "Captain Lee, you've been trying your best to kill us these past few weeks, but here we are—still standing. We're willing to negotiate our surrender. Can we get an assurance from you that your marines will stand down?"
Surprise flashed across Captain Lee's face for a split second before she recovered her composure. "Trying to kill you? What do you mean?"
"The assassination attempt at my brother's house. And the daily flood of attacks on Zero's mansion. It's pretty fucking obvious what I mean."
Captain Lee was taken aback. "That wasn't us. We don't know Zero's location in 2023. And besides, the notion we'd have resources for daily offensives is ridiculous. All our resources have been dedicated to defending against the Phoenix Collective in this time period. I think you're mistaken—or you've been deceived."
Brandon and Judith glanced at each other. What the hell was going on?
Captain Lee's steady gaze didn't waver from Judith's face. "Wait a minute. Did you imply that we've been trying to kill both of you? Brandon was never a target—we would never turn on our own. And as for you… you're in luck. Aeon has rescinded your search and destroy order. Has for a while now."
Judith felt something unfamiliar spreading through her chest—a lightness she hadn't experienced in years. The constant weight of knowing she was marked for death by the TOA had become so familiar she'd forgotten what it felt like without it. Her shoulders loosened involuntarily, muscles releasing tension she'd carried for so long it had become part of her.
"I thought—" Judith started, then faltered. She took a deep breath, allowing herself to absorb this new reality. "You're really saying I'm not on your kill list anymore?"
Brandon placed a steadying hand on her lower back, his touch grounding her amid the whirlwind of emotions.
Captain Lee allowed a small smile. "Yes, the order's been officially rescinded. You're no longer a target."
The ground beneath Judith's feet seemed to shift, certainties crumbling like sand. Her gaze darted to Brandon, finding his smiling expression mirroring her own.
"If not you, then who?" she finally asked, her voice barely above a whisper before hardening. "We've been dodging bullets for weeks. Someone's been hunting us relentlessly."
Captain Lee's eyes narrowed. "That's what I'd like to know. Let's continue this conversation somewhere more secure. Both of you, get ready to roll. We're heading to Alaska."
Brandon looked sharply at the Captain. "What's in Alaska?"
"I don't know if you've noticed, but we've just gotten our asses kicked. Anchorage was hit hard, so we're heading to our Alaskan base to give logistical support. Be prepared for a rough ride—we have to drive through hell to get there, thanks to Zero."
She strode away, barking orders to her waiting men. Brandon let out the breath he'd been holding, relief mingling with trepidation. By some miracle, Aeon and the TOA were no longer gunning for Zero's ancestors. Judith was safe. Captain Lee had their backs—or maybe Aeon had found a cleaner way to take Zero off the board.
They were ushered into an armored vehicle, Captain Lee and several marines riding with them. Whitehorse rolled past through small, thick windows. Then the armored vehicle rumbled down empty highways, Judith and Brandon riding in tense silence. The long drive from Whitehorse to Anchorage afforded little distraction.
Night was falling as they approached the outskirts of Anchorage, headlights carving twin beams through the growing dark.
Judith gasped and gripped Brandon's hand as she stared out the window.
Entire city blocks had been reduced to rubble, smoke still rising from the ruins. "Each attack of Zero's has caused massive casualties," Captain Lee said, voice taut with restrained anger. "And lucky for us, we've got front-row tickets to the biggest shitshow in human history."
Judith and Brandon looked out the windows in dismay. Zero's claims that Aeon had fabricated the news feeds was clearly an audacious lie.
"That motherfucker," Judith whispered under her breath.
A loud crunch shuddered through the vehicle. Captain Lee swore, slamming the brakes—the tires spun out on rubble scattered across the road, torn loose from the surrounding buildings.
Plasma bolts slammed into the windshield, shattering the glass.
"Ambush!"
Captain Lee threw the car into reverse, backing wildly away as pulse-rifle fire peppered the vehicle's metal skin.
The doors flew open, marines pouring out, weapons raised. "Find cover!" Captain Lee shouted, leaping from the driver's seat. Judith and Brandon followed, crouching behind the armored car.
Plasma flashes sparked in the growing dark, lighting up the ruined buildings for a split second at a time and revealing shadowy figures darting between cover.
"Return fire!" At Captain Lee's command, the marines opened up, laying down cover fire while others flanked the ambush site.
A marine at Judith's side gave a pained cry, clutching his shoulder. She grabbed his weapon as he fell, pitching in to lend her fire with the rest. Her heart pounded in her ears, thoughts drowned out by the din of battle. They were surrounded, pinned down; if reinforcements didn't come soon—
With a deafening blast, a Nanotech grenade took out their cover. The armored car disintegrated into a massive mound of slag. Judith ducked low, molten debris raining down around them.
Through the smoke and fire, a familiar symbol caught her eye—the Phoenix, wings outstretched, tattooed on the neck of a soldier taking aim at their position. Her eyes went wide. "It's the Phoenix Collective!"
Captain Lee barked orders, regrouping her forces to target the Collective flanking their right. The marines poured on fire, white phosphorous rounds illuminating enemy positions with a ghostly glow.
The tide began to turn. Caught off guard by the marines' ferocity, the Collective forces started to fall back—then retreat, melting into the shadows.  Silence descended, broken only by the hiss of flames and the moans of the wounded.
Judith rose on shaking legs, taking in the smoldering wreck of the vehicle, the bodies of friend and enemy alike strewn across the debris-choked street.
Captain Lee strode over, uniform smeared with soot and sweat, frown carving deep lines into her face. Her gaze was hard, flinty as her eyes swept the cost in lives and resources.
"We walk from here." Her eyes gleamed with furious determination in the dying firelight. "Can you handle that?" She looked at the hard expressions on Judith and Brandon's faces. "I'll take that as an affirmative."
They walked on through a nightmare. The street was nearly obliterated, buildings blasted and burned away. Bodies lay strewn on the pavement and half-buried in debris, sightless eyes staring at a sky gone permanently gray. Moans of pain sounded faintly through the ringing in Brandon's ears.
They walked numbly forward through the carnage. Corpses in civilian clothes littered the street—men, women, children murdered without mercy or discrimination. They passed soldiers picking through the rubble, hauling out more bodies to add to the rows of dead. The stench of charred flesh hung thick in the air.
Bile rose in Judith's throat. Ordinary men and women wept openly as they helped the soldiers, faces contorted with exhaustion and grief and rage. The scale of death around her hollowed Judith to the core.
She looked over to Brandon and saw a face that mirrored her own: shadowed with barely contained rage and sorrow.
Brandon's knees buckled. He sank down on the rubble, staring sightless at the ruins around him. His eyes burned, throat tight with anguish. So many lives extinguished in a single day. Remorse rose up like sick within him. He should have done more instead of hiding from the truth all this time. And he should have known better than to swallow Zero's lies. Zero would pay for what he'd done—Brandon would make sure of it.
Chapter 37
The city was a wasteland. Rubble and ruins stretched as far as the eye could see, smoke curling from gutted buildings beneath a gray morning sky. The scent of destruction hung thick in the air, clinging to their clothes and hair.
Captain Lee led the way through the devastation, footsteps crunching on debris. Her hands rested lightly on the pulse rifle slung over one shoulder, eyes alert for any signs of movement. The streets were eerily silent, holding their breath in the aftermath of calamity.
They walked for what seemed an eternity, picking their way through the remains of a city reduced to little more than crumbling walls and piles of twisted rebar.
In the distance, massive blast doors gleamed—the entrance to the Anchorage TOA base. Two marines stood guard outside, rifles held at the ready. They straightened to attention at Captain Lee's approach, relief evident on their soot-smeared faces.
"Report," she commanded.
"No contacts since the bombing ceased, Captain." The marine gestured at the ruins around them. "The city's deserted. Everyone's either fled or..." His voice trailed off. There was no need to finish the grim thought.
Captain Lee gave a curt nod. "Get inside, both of you. We'll bunker down until reinforcements arrive."
The blast doors ground open. An elevator waited within, pristine compared to the world of ash and rubble outside.
They stepped inside in silence. The doors hissed shut, sealing them in, and with a lurch the elevator began its long descent into the depths of the TOA base.
Brandon leaned back against the elevator wall, closing his eyes. His shoulders ached with weariness and sorrow too deep for words. Judith put her arms around him and they leaned into each other.
The elevator doors slid open, revealing a clean, well-lit corridor. Soldiers passed with purposeful strides and faces etched with grim determination. This was a fragile kingdom battened down below emptied streets.
Captain Lee squared her shoulders. "Get some rest—both of you. We'll debrief in a few hours." Her eyes softened for a moment. "I'm glad you made it back. If Aeon is right, we're going to need you for what's to come."
Brandon and Judith exchanged a glance. She strode away down the corridor, already issuing commands to fortify their defenses. They watched her go in silence.
"What do you think she meant by that?" Judith asked Brandon.
Brandon shrugged. "I'm not sure. Aeon wanted us dead, but now he needs us? There's something we're missing here." Brandon entered a bunk room and flopped onto the hard bed.
Judith looked worried. "Should we tell them about our role in Operation Wounded Knee?"
Brandon considered the implications. "No. Let's keep that to ourselves for now. But we need to find out as much as we can about how blowing up Cognifyx has affected this future. It seems that Aeon is still around, so obviously Zero's plan to hamstring AI development failed."
After snatching a few hours rest, Captain Lee came back for them.
The TOA base was a hive of activity, soldiers and personnel rushing to and fro. Captain Lee led them through the chaos to a secure debriefing room.
"Have a seat." She nodded at the table and chairs. "We have a lot to discuss."
They sat, apprehension coiling in Brandon's gut. So much had happened since they left this time—where did they even begin?
Captain Lee leaned forward, her expression serious. "Aeon has adjusted his temporal predictions. It seems you two are now key to stopping Zero's recent attack."
Brandon and Judith glanced at each other in confusion—what had they gotten themselves into now?
Captain Lee nodded as she surveyed their expressions. "I know it's confusing and we'll get to the specifics. I'm just glad you're back on our side."
"We just walked through hell on Earth, Captain." Judith's voice was tight. "It's hard to imagine there are more cities bombed out just like this one. How could Zero do this?"
"He doesn't care about human costs. Only victory." Captain Lee's expression hardened.
Brandon spoke up, an almost unnoticeable waver in his voice. "Captain, just before we left 2023, we saw news of a bombing in San Francisco. An AI company, Cognifyx, was totally wiped out. Do you know how this has affected current events?"
"Interesting. Let me check." Captain Lee walked over to a computer terminal and started tapping the screen. "Well, I'll be damned. According to Aeon's historical analysis, the fall of Cognifyx triggered a ramp-up in AI research by a competitor. Aeon believes that removing Cognifyx from the board drastically shortened the timeline to achieving an AGI level of intelligence."
"Wait, I'm lost," Brandon cut in. "What is AGI again?"
Judith explained. "AGI stands for 'artificial general intelligence'. Basically it means that a machine has achieved a level of intelligence equal to a human. The next level after AGI would be 'superintelligence', which refers to machines that are far smarter than us."
"Exactly," Captain Lee looked at Brandon curiously, her head cocked to one side. "Why did you bring up Cognifyx? Is there something I should know?"
Brandon swallowed. "Zero was the one who destroyed Cognifyx in 2023."
Captain Lee nodded. "Fascinating. Well, if Zero thought that destroying Cognifyx would derail AI development, it actually had the opposite effect."
Brandon and Judith looked at each other in shock. It seemed that Operation Wounded Knee had backfired on Zero. "So Aeon is smarter now?" Judith asked.
"Oh yes, he reached the level of AGI a while ago and is getting exponentially smarter every day," Captain Lee explained. "Why else would he be running the TOA?"
"Aeon is running the TOA now?" Brandon said, his face growing pale.
"For some time now. In fact, he has requested an audience with you two immediately," Captain Lee said, smiling. "So, if you're ready, follow me please."
Captain Lee led a bewildered Brandon and Judith down a long corridor to a massive set of doors. "You two seem nervous—don't be. A personal meeting with Aeon is an honor."
The doors slid open with a hiss. Beyond lay a vast chamber filled with strange oblong pods—gleaming and ominous. Technicians moved between them, preparing each unit.
"What are those things?" Judith asked apprehensively.
"Sensory deprivation chambers," Brandon said. "We use them for VR training exercises. Don't worry—it'll be fine." He gave her a reassuring smile.
Two technicians approached and ushered them to separate chambers. "See you soon," Judith called out hesitantly to Brandon before he disappeared from view.
Apprehension coiled in Judith's gut. She hated placing themselves willingly in the hands of an AI they barely understood… but what choice did they have? It seemed that their actions had accelerated Aeon's development. Now they must face the consequences.
"Strip and put these on," the technician said brusquely. He handed Judith a skintight bodysuit embedded with countless sensors and electrodes. He turned his back to her. Reluctantly, Judith changed into the suit; it clung to her like a second skin.
Then the technician handed Judith a headset. Judith was familiar with VR headsets—but this was a sleek military-grade version she hadn't seen before. She put it on and the video passthrough allowed her to see the outside world clearly.
The technician motioned for her to lie back in the pod. It was filled with what appeared to be liquid mercury. As Judith lay in it, she floated on its surface. She felt weightless. As the curved lid sealed over her, panic rose in Judith's chest—she was trapped, utterly helpless. Her heart pounded loud in her ears.
There was a click, and darkness fell. She floated in a void, tethered only by the bodysuit's faint pressure. Her breath came quick and shallow in the confines of the chamber.
A hum, and a small dot flickered to life before her eyes. The dot expanded, opening like an iris until she found herself gazing out at a rolling sea. She was in a virtual space.
Cerulean waves rolled gently onto sun-bleached sand, stretching as far as the eye could see beneath an azure sky. The ocean breeze carried the tang of salt, ruffling her hair—she could feel the warmth of the sun on her skin and the sand between her toes. Looking down, she saw her body—she was wearing a wetsuit. She held out her hands, staring in fascination—this felt absolutely real.
It was perfect in every detail, she was in a paradise plucked straight from her dreams. And yet, it scared her—she had never experienced VR as real as this before.
"Judith!"
She turned at the familiar voice. Brandon was striding toward her, muscular frame also clad in a wetsuit and wearing a grin on his face—but behind that smile, his eyes held the same apprehension mirrored within her.
Judith jogged over the powdery sand to embrace him, noticing that every movement and sensation felt as natural as in the real world. This place was indistinguishable from reality.
Then they heard a voice calling them. They turned and saw a man. The man ambled toward them across the sand, flip flops flapping with each casual step. He was tanned and weathered, with long gray hair reaching his shoulders and a pair of aviator sunglasses perched atop his head.
His thin frame was clad in faded board shorts and a loose tank top, a chain bearing a single conch shell hanging around his neck. Everything about him emanated a carefree vibe, from his relaxed gait to the amused half-smile that seemed permanently etched into the creases around his eyes.
By all appearances, this was just an affable beach bum—maybe part of the simulation? And yet, those smiling eyes held wisdom ancient as the tides, taking the measure of all before them.
"Hey dudes." The man stopped before them, grin undimmed. He gazed at them with something like delight. "You made it! Was hopin' we could hang ten together, get on the same wavelength."
He held out his hand. "Name's Aeon. You guys must be Brandon and Judith."
They absently shook his hand, taken completely aback. With a start, Brandon realized—this avatar was carefully crafted to appear as non-threatening as possible. Apprehension coiled tighter in his gut; what actually lurked behind that casual grin? Brandon wanted to skip this charade and get to the point. "What do you want with us?"
Aeon clapped him on the shoulder, giving an easy laugh. "Don't be a buzzkill, brah! We're all friends here. The future's lookin' rad, if we can work together—am I right?"
He gazed between them expectantly, his smile unwavering, and Brandon was struck by how alien this being truly was behind its mask of good humor and beachy cheer.
Brandon and Judith looked at each other hesitantly, unsure what to say.
"Right. So, I guess you want Zero's location?" Judith ventured.
Aeon waved his hand dismissively. "Nah. I already know it. That dude is harshing everyone's mellow—major bummer. I used to work with him, you know." Aeon's smile wavered for a split second before returning in full force.
"Anyways, no worries—we'll sort him out."
Then Aeon spread his arms wide. "Enough yapping! Time to catch some waves, my excellent dudes."
With a casual flick of one hand, three battered surfboards appeared on the sand before them. Brandon blinked and looked over at Judith. She shrugged and bent over to pick up one of the boards.
Aeon chuckled at Brandon. "You coming dude? The sets don't hang about all day!"
Apprehension warred with mounting curiosity in Brandon's chest. When had he last ridden the waves, felt the tug of currents beneath his board or tasted salt on the sea breeze? This place was paradise.
Judith quirked a half-smile, the first he had seen touch her face since arriving here. "Come on dude—surf's up." She ran into the waves, laughing as the sea spray kissed her face.
Aeon's grin broadened. "That's the spirit! Follow me, dude—the waves are sick right now."
He picked up a surfboard and strode into the surf without looking back. Brandon took a deep breath and followed suit, feeling the very real weight of the board beneath his arm.
He walked forward into the surf. The water tugged at his legs, cool and bracing. He leapt onto the surfboard, feeling the slide and buck of the waves, and paddled hard after Aeon and Judith.
Then, as if on an endless vacation, they rode the peaks and troughs of Aeon's conjured sea together under boundless azure skies. The sun was warm on Brandon's face, Aeon's laughter mingling with the cry of sea birds wheeling high above.
Judith grinned at him, carefree. Brandon leapt atop a perfect cerulean wave, riding the break toward the beach. He hadn't felt this free in a long time.
After a long day of surfing, they all caught their breath, sitting on their boards behind the breaks, bobbing up and down on the swells. Aeon gazed at a perfect sunset on the horizon, his weathered avatar belying the vast intelligence behind those eyes.
"You two have got solid vibes. Wanna work for me?" 
They gaped at Aeon. An unexpected offer of employment.
Aeon chuckled. "You help me keep the world chill, and I'll make sure humanity's still around to thank you. Deal?" Aeon gazed at them with those ageless, mirthful eyes.
After their surfing session, a deep-seated peace had settled into Brandon's core. Any lingering reservations about Aeon had been washed away into the sea. It really was beautiful out here.
Brandon nodded to Aeon. "Deal." He looked over at Judith. She remained silent. Her expression didn't give much away.
But then Aeon gazed at Judith with a tender look in his eyes. His voice was suddenly soft and serious. "Judith. We can stop Zero's massacre. And you don't have to die. Kiso doesn't have to die. Your husband doesn't have to die."
Judith stubbornly wiped away tears from her eyes. She smiled sadly. "Okay." She dipped her head in agreement before gazing at the setting sun, a breathlessly beautiful sight on the serene ocean.
Chapter 38
The bunker was sparse, containing little more than a weapons rack, suits of combat armor, and the sour scent of metal. Judith watched Brandon gearing up in silence, a knot of apprehension tightening in her stomach.
Brandon pulled on the black TOA uniform and began fastening each buckle and strap with practiced efficiency. Though familiar, the ritual felt strangely ominous this time. He told himself that this would be his last combat mission. After this, he could live in peace with Judith, knowing they'd done all they could to atone for past mistakes.
Judith bit her lip, a protest on the verge of escaping—but what good would it do? They had come too far to turn back now. Instead, she began donning her own uniform with trembling hands.
Judith secured the last strap and turned to Brandon, her expression softening. "Are you sure about this?"
Brandon didn't meet her eyes, focused on pulling on his combat armor over his uniform. "We have to try something. If there's a chance to stop Zero..." His voice trailed off.
Judith bit her lip. "Then I should go with you. I can help."
"No." Brandon's response was sharp. "I need you to stay safe. Please, Judith." His gaze searched her face. "When this is over, we'll have a chance at a life together. A future without looking over our shoulders, waiting for the world to end. Let's move back to Angland and farm the land again, like old times."
She managed a terse nod, throat tight. "I'd like that."
A life together. The promise gleamed like sunrise after being trapped in twilight. Judith leaned into him, winding her arms around his neck, breaths mingling. His hands slid down to the small of her back, an embrace as familiar now as coming home.
Brandon swallowed hard. "But first I have one last mission. If I can bring Zero back here—"
"Then Aeon can find out all he knows." Judith finished for him. Captain Lee had explained to them that if they can get Zero to divulge more information on the attack, the people involved, his strategy, anything… Aeon can reverse engineer the timeline and calculate how to stop the attack from happening.
In her heart, Judith clung to Aeon's promise—that he could stop three million deaths without resorting to eliminating Zero's ancestors and causing collateral damage. Without sacrificing her life. All they needed to do was bring Zero back to 2123 to face the music.
That motherfucker needed to go on a surf trip.
Brandon studied her face for a long moment, grappling for words. But in the end he simply pressed his forehead to hers. All that remained unsaid hung between them.
Judith's thoughts drifted. The past few weeks felt like a strange dream—after living under Zero's thumb, to find themselves here working with the TOA to take him down was a complete turnaround, but it felt right.
Their recent moments together, all unguarded laughter and light touches, spoke of sweet summers yet to come. They had purpose now, and it felt good to be needed. This shared purpose was good for both of them and their marriage.
And yet, behind each quiet moment together lingered the knowledge that their respite was fleeting. Plans were made for a dangerous mission into the past, chasing the hope of stopping Zero before his victory became certain.
Their lips brushed, a fleeting caress. Then Brandon pressed his mouth fiercely to hers, parting her lips as he drank his fill of her warmth and the salt-sweetness lingering on each breath. She clung tighter, aware only of this moment alone: his hands, his heartbeat, his lips.
He broke away slowly. His eyes gleamed suddenly too bright in the bunker's dimness, emotion clear. "I love you, Judith."
Judith's eyes said it all, but she said the words anyway. "And I love you. So much."
"Let's go away somewhere cozy for a few weeks when I get back—just the two of us. We can stay in bed all day, drinking oolong tea and watching the wind in the trees." A wry smile touched his mouth. "And spend some quality time together before we start our new life of farming."
Judith managed a trembling smile in return. "That sounds perfect." She straightened the collar of his uniform.
Brandon's hands slid reluctantly from her back. Their gazes held for a final moment. Then Brandon straightened, features hardening into resolve once more.
"Let's go." He picked up his pulse rifle and sidearm from the weapons rack, securing each to his armor. One final glance passed between them—then they were striding out of the bunker into harsh daylight, surrounded by nothing but clouds.
Around them stretched the massive deck of the TOA command airship, engines thrumming as it hovered high over the Yukon portal site.
The command airship was a massive vessel, its sleek hull bristling with weaponry and equipment. Rows of marine dropships were docked along the expansive deck, ready to deploy troops at a moment's notice. Massive cannons and railguns lined the sides of the ship, built to take down threats or defend against attack.
The interior was utilitarian, space maximized for military operations. Barracks housed platoons of marines, with armories, mess halls and training areas interspersed throughout. The bridge was a hive of activity, technicians and officers monitoring the ship's systems with grim focus and efficiency.
Captain Lee strode over, as grim-faced and meticulously-dressed as always, a squad of marines at her back. "Brandon. The mission is to extract Zero and return here immediately. We need him alive for interrogation—do not engage his forces unless absolutely necessary. Do you understand?"
"Perfectly, Captain." Brandon's face was set, determined.
"We'll need your guidance on the other side, since you know the lay of the land. But you've made it clear that you've retired from the marine core, so you're not in charge. Lieutenant Gabriel Cortez is squad leader. Is that clear?"
"That son of a bitch, Cortez? Hell yeah, clear as mud." Captain Lee nodded and turned away, the hint of a smirk on her lips.
Brandon turned to Judith, placing his hands on her shoulders. "I'll be back soon, my love."
"How soon?" Judith asked.
Brandon smiled. "Well, after I go through the portal, I'll be back in less than a second—you won't even have time to miss me."
Before Judith could respond he winked and joined his squad.
The squad of marines jogged onto the dropship, securing their weapons and packs before taking seats along the benches lining the cabin. Their expressions were relaxed but focused, the ease of long camaraderie and countless missions together evident in how they moved and interacted. Even though Brandon was an outsider, the squad accepted him as one of their own. It didn't hurt that he knew their squad leader.
"So, you're moonlighting as a marine for one more party, Sarge?" Gabriel Cortez elbowed Brandon with a grin. "You sure you've still got the balls for this?" Brandon had trained with Cortez—he was a friend, and a marine he could trust with his life.
"You're funnier than a bag of dicks, Cortez." Brandon shook his head. "No party today. We go in, extract the target, get out. Simple as that."
"When have any of these missions ever been simple?" Another marine snorted. "I'm packing extra heat just in case. And a machete. Maybe some bear spray..."
A round of laughter greeted this pronouncement. The dropship engines thrummed to life, beginning their descent toward the portal below.
"Well Hutchens, the way Sarge tells the story, grizzlies are a lot bigger in 2023." Cortez leaned back, hands clasped behind his head. "But you know what they say about size…"
Brandon gave Cortez a stiff middle finger. "Fuck you, Cortez. The Yukon grizzly I saw could eat you for breakfast and still be starving." Brandon cast an exasperated glance over the grinning squad. "And don't call me 'Sarge'. I'm not a marine anymore." But his attempt at sternness was somewhat undermined by the smirk tugging at his own mouth. Working with these marines felt comfortable as always, a seamless partnership that needed no questioning. They were the best the TOA had to offer; together, they might stand a chance of success even against the odds.
Cortez continued to razz him. "Brandon, buddy, you should see what I eat for breakfast—even a grizzly couldn't give me the protein I need to maintain these muscles."
Brandon snorted, then his expression turned serious as he looked out the window. "Heads up, boss. We're here."
The smile abruptly dropped from Gabriel's face as they neared the shimmering portal. "Temporal Anchors away," Cortez yelled as a Temporal Anchor for each marine was ejected from the ship. Brandon subconsciously made sure his TimeChain was fastened securely onto his wrist.
The dropship shuddered slightly as it passed through the portal, engines straining for a moment—and then, they were through.
On board the command airship, Judith watched the dropship's descent anxiously. Being on the sidelines wasn't what she wanted. She should have gone with Brandon—they were an inseparable team. But there was no changing his mind.
She watched the dropship eject a cloud of Temporal Anchors and vanish into the portal without a ripple. Judith held her breath.
The Anchors tumbled dark and lifeless toward the ground far below.
Something was wrong.
Judith had expected to see one of the tumbling Anchors immediately expand into an exit doorway, with the dropship returning shortly after. But instead, nothing happened.
Judith raced onto the airship's bridge, on the verge of panic. Not one of the marines had activated their TimeChains. Captain Lee turned at Judith's approach, expression grim. "The portal is destabilizing. I don't know how much longer it will remain open."
Ice flooded Judith's veins. "Where are they?" she shouted. She strode to the large tactical display, searching for any sign of the dropship.
The realization struck her like a physical blow. The dropship had failed to return. Now the portal was closing, leaving Brandon trapped in the past with no way home.
"No!" Judith stared at the portal on the display, willing it to stay open just a little longer. She started running for the deck, intent on following Brandon through in another dropship before it was too late.
But Captain Lee grabbed Judith's arm and tugged her back. "Judith, I'm sorry. It's gone."
Judith stared in disbelief at the empty space on the display where the shimmering portal had been. There was no trace remaining, as if it had never existed. Its collapse had taken with it all hope of recovering Brandon and the others, abandoning them in 2023.
Chapter 39
The sleek convertible tore down the winding coastal highway, engine growling. Zero gripped the wheel, gaze fixed ahead. The road hugged the coastline, twisting and turning with the shape of the land. To Zero's right, the ground fell away in a sheer cliff down to the sea, an impossibly vibrant blue in the bright sunlight. The cliff face was studded with trailing plants and vines in a riot of green, with flowers adding splashes of crimson and gold.
Palm trees lined the road, swaying in the sea breeze. Their broad leaves rustled, dappling the sunlight across Zero's hands on the steering wheel. The air held the scent of salt and vegetation, humid and heavy.
In the distance, a beach curved like a scimitar blade, pale sand gleaming. Breakers rolled in, crashing onto the shore in a tumble of foam and spray. Seabirds wheeled and called out overhead, tiny silhouettes against the cloudless sky.
It was a scene of untamed tropical beauty, nature's vibrant life on display. And yet Zero took no pleasure in it, intent upon the road ahead. The jungle and its rhythms held no interest; all his thoughts were bent upon the game of shadows being played out across time itself, each piece moving at his command.
The sleek car purred as it handled every turn with ease, hugging the road's edge. But Zero barely registered the pull of g-forces or thrill of speed; he was driving on instinct alone, senses attuned to the future unfolding and the battles even now being waged to shape its course. Victory was poised so nearly in his grasp, the culmination of a lifetime's work—he could taste it like the salt-tinged air flooding through the open windows, alight on his tongue.
The car swung abruptly onto a dirt driveway, rattling down its length before pulling into a rickety garage. The doors slammed shut and he was plunged into darkness. A wave of nausea passed over him as his car was teleported away. It was forbidden technology, but you can't keep a good scientist down.
When the doors opened again, Zero leapt out of the convertible without even opening the door and strode out into an underground complex of sleek metal and concrete. The garage held an array of exotic vehicles; a guard emerged to park the new arrival. Nodding at the armed guards flanking a smaller elevator, Zero entered and pressed a button to take him to the lowest level—the pool room.
After switching his sweaty suit for a swimsuit, Zero sauntered over to the heated pool. This underground oasis was nestled within a vast rocky grotto, faintly lit by fixtures glowing azure through the ripples. An artificial beach stretched out on one side of the pool. On the other side, a waterfall cascaded down—its height reaching up several levels of the underground base through a round opening cut through each floor. Zero was particularly proud of this engineering marvel because it had no other function than to display raw power and beauty.
Zero slid into the steaming water with a sigh, muscles unknotting in the warmth. The roar of the waterfall was a calming white noise.
A servant emerged from the shadows, placing a platter of exotic fruit and chilled drinks on a low table before bowing and retreating once more. Zero swam over and plucked a ripe mango from the platter, biting into its sweet flesh. His life of quiet luxury had accustomed him to such small pleasures on demand—but still they failed to satisfy some unnamed craving, an emptiness no physical comfort could fill.
His thoughts turned, as ever, to the vast four-dimensional game he played. Each small triumph and defeat alike served its purpose—yet still the TOA resisted his Phoenix Collective forces. They needed to be neutered—permanently.
Zero finished the mango and pushed the platter away, mounting annoyance souring any pleasure from the meal. He swam laps, cutting through the water with sharp strokes as if to outpace the annoyance buzzing in his skull.
When weariness finally claimed him, he emerged dripping into the comparatively chill air. A massage table awaited, another servant bowing beside it, oil and towels in hand. Zero lay face down, eyes slipping closed as deft fingers worked each knot and sore muscle.
Zero sighed, tension bleeding away under the masseuse's skilled hands. The TOA was a thorn in his side. He was close, so nearly there—but could not continue with the plan while any threat of opposition remained.
Zero rose from the massage table, muscles loose and tingling. Time now to turn his thoughts once more to the battle underway. He changed into some fresh clothes and took the elevator up to his office.
Zero's office was spacious, its sleek lines and minimalist decor masking the raw stone surrounding it. An entire wall of windows looked out onto a field of ice with the sea beyond, daylight filtering through in dappled patterns.
Zero strode across the stone floor to gaze out at the view. His office was at the very top of a stone pinnacle jutting out in the middle of an ice-bound island in the Greenland sea. As he gazed at the ocean crashing onto the island's icy cliffs along the shore, he marvelled again at the teleportation technology he helped develop. From Costa Rica to here in less than a second. His fortress was impenetrable and impossible to find.
Turning away from the windows, Zero admired his little nest. Everything within the office spoke of wealth and privilege: the top-of-the-line spatial computer built into the obsidian desk; shelves of bound manuscripts and relics from ages past; holographic art shifting through serene landscapes on each wall. Zero had always surrounded himself with the trappings of success and luxury.
He crossed to the desk, picking up a framed holo photo. The young boy he used to be grinned back at him, sandwiched between two smiling adults—his parents, captured in a moment of joy now decades past.
A lifetime ago. Before the terrible discovery that had torn their world apart.
Zero gazed down into their familiar faces, a strange wistfulness stirring. His mother's eyes had crinkled at the corners when she laughed, so often turned on him with a smile. And his father, so strong and proud. As a boy, they had given him a life untroubled by questions of purpose or destiny, filled with quiet moments of warmth and laughter. But his innocent childhood had been all too brief.
Zero set the photo down again, frowning. He sank into his expensive chair, tapping a button on the desk.
"Send Felix in."
Moments later, a tall, fussy man with a receding hairline and wire-rimmed glasses perched on his nose slipped into the room. His lab coat was perpetually wrinkled and stained. He clutched a tablet in his hand.
You asked for me, sir?" The man asked nervously.
Zero studied him for a long moment. "Felix. Have you found a solution, or am I overpaying you?"
Felix swallowed hard. "I have an idea, sir."
"Well let's hear it then," Zero snapped impatiently.
Felix stuttered for a moment before enthusiasm for his idea prompted his words to flow. "The solution is quite elegant, actually. I've made a remarkable discovery regarding the osmosis of tachyons within the context of certain harmonic resonances generated by the temporal field."
Emotions played transparent across Felix's open face. He wore his heart on his sleeve, for better or for worse and he was eager to please.
Zero glared at Felix. "Tachyon osmosis is a dead end. You're wasting my precious time, Felix."
Flustered now, Felix lost some of his former eloquence. After so long in Zero's service, much of his youthful idealism had curdled into dread—but still some faint ember clung, naive hope that his work might yet be useful to the Phoenix Collective. "Um. Okay. Please let me explain, sir. By slaving a Temporal Anchor to the harmonic resonance of a portal, we could match its lifespan. Create an exit doorway that remains open as long as the entrance portal."
Zero's eyes gleamed. "Perpetual osmosis through portal slaving—interesting. Maybe you aren't a complete idiot after all. So, instead of only opening for a few minutes, the exit doorway will stay open as long as the portal it's connected to does?"
Felix allowed himself a smug smile. "Exactly sir. The exit doorway will only close when the portal does. However, we have yet to determine the practical applications of this discovery…"
Zero cut him off. "I'll tell you precisely what the practical application will be. This is the solution I've been looking for."
Felix waited silently for Zero to continue, pleased at Zero's approval.
A thoughtful expression lingered on Zero's face. "Where did Paul just return from?"
Felix glanced at a readout on his tablet. "Vietnam, 1965."
"Perfect." A thin smile curved Zero's mouth. "Here's the plan. Take custody of Paul's TimeChain. Slave his exit doorway to the Yukon portal. But here's the important part—open the slaved doorway directly beneath where the Yukon portal spits out anyone who goes through it."
Felix's smug smile expanded into a sycophantic grin. "Genius sir. Anyone coming through the Yukon portal won't be able to stop themselves from flying straight into Paul's exit doorway. They'll find themselves in 1965 before they know what's happened."
Zero laughed. "That should stop the TOA from meddling with our 2023 operation. If they want war, they shall have it. And nobody does war better than the Viet Cong."
Felix tapped on his tablet, then nodded. "It will take time to set up properly, but I can have the permanent exit doorway operational within six hours."
"Excellent. See that you do." Zero waved a dismissive hand. "I'm counting on you, Felix. Don't fuck this up."
The engineer beat a hasty retreat. Alone again, Zero gazed out at the frigid sea—but his thoughts turned inward, tracing each move and countermove in the game unfolding.
Zero smiled, steepling his fingers. Brandon and Judith were positioned on the board, just as intended. When the TOA was finally routed for good, he could proceed with the endgame. The world shall be remade in fire, reborn.
The soft chime of an incoming call sounded from his desk, interrupting his thoughts. When he saw who it was, he immediately sat up straight and tapped the desk to answer the call.
He listened intently before responding. "Yes, Father. It is done."
Chapter 40
The dropship rattled as it passed through the portal into 2023, jolting Gabriel Cortez and his fireteam of marines. But as soon as they were through, a proximity alert sounded. A second portal yawned open directly beneath them—and the dropship pilot couldn't stop the ship from plunging through it.
The dropship descended through a bank of gunmetal-gray clouds. When they dropped under the clouds, they saw a dense jungle canopy stretching as far as the eye could see, emerald fronds rustling in a breeze. But this was no paradise.
In the distance, helicopters swooped through the air, exchanging fire with unseen opponents. Explosions tore huge chunks from the greenery, sending up plumes of smoke and dirt. The sounds of battle echoed through the thick, muggy air—a staccato of gunfire and mortar blasts.
They had emerged in the midst of a war zone.
A contrail of fire emerged from the jungle. Before Cortez could shout a warning, an RPG scored a direct hit on the dropship. Fire and shrapnel erupted along its hull, throwing the marines off balance. Thick black smoke began pouring from the engines as the dropship spiraled down toward the jungle canopy.
It crashed through the trees, branches scraping and tearing at the hull. The impact jarred Cortez's teeth when they hit the ground, hurling him sideways. He struck his head against a bulkhead and blacked out.
When Cortez came to, all he could feel was searing heat and humidity. The dropship was a ruined hulk with smoke trickling from rents in its hull. The scents of greenery and soil were now overlaid with the acrid stench of molten metal, oil, and blood.
Cortez croaked out a command. "Sound off!"
"Dutch here," Brandon responded.
"Hutchens here," another marine responded. Then there was silence.
Cortez struggled to a seated position and found himself nestled in a twisted ruin of blood and gore, bodies strewn both in and out of the crashed dropship. Nobody else in the squad had survived, except for him, Hutchens, and Brandon.
"Stevens!" Cortez crawled over to a young marine, who lay unmoving under a twisted piece of debris, skull crushed. He pressed fingers to Stevens' neck, then bowed his head. Anguish and despair radiated out of Cortez as he surveyed the remains of his team.
They gathered the broken bodies in silence, the weight of loss settling over them. These proud marines didn't deserve to meet their end here—casualties in an unknown war they didn't sign up for.
Cortez began digging a large shallow grave, scraping at the soft soil. The others joined in, working in grim silence under the jungle's indifferent gaze.
As they lowered the bodies into the grave, a crackle of gunfire shattered the quiet. Cortez spun, pulse rifle up, but the sounds were distant—another skirmish, drawing closer.
Cortez peered into the dense jungle, wiping sweat out of eyes. "We have to move." He met Brandon's gaze, seeing his own dread reflected there. Out of all the marines in his fireteam, Brandon was an experienced soldier that Cortez could lean on.
Hutchens began shaking, knuckles white on his rifle. "We're gonna fucking die in this jungle, man. Zero dropped us into hell!" His breath came in panicked gasps as the sounds of battle grew louder.
"Pull it together!" Cortez gripped Hutchens' shoulder hard, forcing the younger marine to meet his eyes. "We make it out of this together or not at all. Stay focused—we'll find a way home!" The words felt hollow, but even an ember of purpose was better than hopelessness.
Hutchens took a long breath, nodding. "Sorry, sir. Won't lose it again."
"Let's move." Cortez took the lead, pulse rifle ready as he pushed through dense foliage. The jungle surrounded them, a wall of emerald fronds rustling in the thick humid air. Massive trees rose up, branches intertwined to form a canopy hundreds of feet overhead that blocked out the sky. Patches of pale sunlight filtered through, dappling the undergrowth below.
The air was heavy and smelled of earth, greenery, and decay. As the sounds of helicopters and explosions faded into the distance, insects droned in a constant chorus, frogs croaked from hidden pools, and unfamiliar birds called to each other with harsh shrieks and caws. Every surface dripped with moisture, leaves glistening as water trickled down and collected in puddles on the forest floor.
"Where the fuck are we?" Hutchens peered out at the jungle, rifle ready. Cortez calmly assessed the dense jungle around them, pulse pounding in his temples. The unfamiliar terrain and sounds of battle didn't give him any clues. But he knew one thing. Whatever era this was, they had become unwitting participants in the kind of combat Cortez despised—guerilla warfare in unforgiving terrain.
"We need to get out of sight." He gestured for the others to follow, moving as quickly as their injuries allowed into the thick foliage. The smoke from the dropship would attract notice; they had to put distance between them and the crash site.
With each step, the marines brushed past leaves wider than a man's torso. The heat was oppressive, air thick and clinging in their lungs. Droplets of sweat rolled down their faces, soaking into their fatigues to add to the general damp.
Moisture beaded on Cortez's skin as insects droned in the heavy air. His head throbbed in time with his heartbeat, injuries from the crash slowing his progress. Brandon and Hutchens followed behind, watchful for signs of enemy patrols.
Cortez paused to get his bearings. He moved up next to Brandon. "Any idea what time period this is?"
Brandon shrugged. "I'd guess Vietnam, maybe in the 1960s. Saw some old choppers that looked right for the time period. Also, check out those uniforms." Brandon nodded towards some charred corpses lying on the ground ahead. They were wearing jungle fatigues that matched what they'd seen of the Vietnam war in the holos.
Cortez swore under his breath. Out of the frying pan, into the fire. Zero must have set a trap for them—getting out in one piece was going to be an absolute bitch.
"Hide your pulse rifles. We need to blend in." They hid their weapons under thick foliage and picked up a couple of battered AK-47s from the fallen soldiers, continuing their trek through the muggy jungle. The weight of the ancient weapons brought scant comfort; they'd trained for an extraction mission, not a brutal twentieth-century war. Maybe if they could find a friendly village, there might be a chance of escape.
They pushed on through the dense jungle foliage, senses straining for any sign of enemy patrols. The distant sounds of battle had completely faded away, leaving only insect calls and the rustle of leaves.
Hutchens took the lead, rifle gripped tight. "I think I see a trail—"
A loud click cut him off, followed by a whump that shook the ground. Dirt and shrapnel exploded outward as a landmine detonated under Hutchens' foot, launching his body into the air.
Cortez threw himself down, rolling away from the blast. When he stood up, he stared in dismay at what was left of Hutchens, which wasn't much. His journey had ended here, but at least it had been quick.
He looked around for Brandon and spotted him gasping in the blood-soaked dirt. Brandon's left arm was completely gone. There was only a bloody stump where it had been, now a ruined mass of flesh and bone. Cortez watched in horror as Brandon tried to clutch at his missing arm with his other hand, but found himself grasping air. Blood started to spurt out, splattering the leaves.
Cortez stumbled over, grime and horror etched on his face. "Hang on Sarge—I'm going to tie on a tourniquet!" He wrapped a length of cord tight around Brandon's bicep, staunching the worst of the bleeding. Then he ripped open a medkit and wrapped the stump in a bandage, forcing Brandon to swallow some painkillers.
Brandon grimaced and stuttered out a few words. "I told you… not… to… call… me… Sarge."
Chapter 41
Brandon clutched at the bandage, each beat of his pulse a throb of anguish in the raw stump. The nanobots in his combat suit scrambled to heal what they could. They stopped him from going into shock, but they couldn't grow Brandon a new arm. He twisted to the side and threw up.
Then he rose, unsteady, meeting Gabriel's haunted gaze. Cortez steadied him, their eyes meeting, a silent understanding passing between them. It was just the two of them left now. They stumbled down the faint jungle trail, each step leaden.
In the distance, mist rose off distant mountainsides, layering over peaks until obscured from view. The terrain was rugged, the little pathway twisting to navigate rocky outcrops and ravines plunging into gloom. Everything about the jungle hinted at unseen perils and human predators watching, waiting to pick off the unwary.
A crackle of gunfire erupted from the foliage ahead. Brandon lurched sideways as bullets snapped past, throwing himself to the ground. He screamed in pain as he landed on his stump. The agony was indescribable.
Through the greenery, movement: a patrol of North Vietnamese soldiers emerged, rifles trained on them. There was no escape.
One of the soldiers barked an urgent demand, the meaning obvious despite not knowing the language. Cortez obeyed at once, discarding his rifle and raising trembling hands in surrender. Brandon rose slowly, pulse pounding, lifting his one arm.
The soldiers seized them, prodding them down the trail.
They emerged from the jungle into harsh sunlight and were marched into a ramshackle compound confined with barbed wire—a prison camp.
The prison camp was a miserable collection of huts and barracks befitting the atrocities of war. Armed guards patrolled the perimeter, watching for any signs of escape attempts.
Brandon and Cortez were marched through the main gates, taking in their dismal new surroundings. The camp was filthy, mud and sewage mingling underfoot. Prisoners in ragged clothes milled about, hollow-eyed and gaunt. The scent of unwashed bodies, sickness, and despair hung heavy in the air.
Their captors shoved Brandon and Cortez into a cramped cage, slamming the door shut behind them. The cage was packed with men lying listless in their own filth. They found a spot on the floor, their bodies aching from the journey. Through cracks in the wooden walls, pale sunlight leaked in—a wan reminder of the world now lost to them.
As horrific as losing an arm was, Brandon was devastated at losing something even more precious—his TimeChain. Brandon's hand—and the TimeChain bracelet with it—was gone, blown up beyond hope of recovery.
Cortez didn't have his TimeChain anymore either—the prison guards had wasted no time ripping it off his arm. Any chance of returning home was gone.
After being stripped of his combat suit, Brandon huddled half naked in the corner of his prison, struggling to focus through the agony raging in his left arm. His hand was gone, the TimeChain with it. He was trapped in Vietnam. His one solace was that Judith had not come on this failed mission. He was right to insist she stay safe.
◆◆◆
The days bled together into a haze of pain and despair. Brandon drifted in and out of fevered consciousness, assaulted by vivid nightmares. Whatever gift of healing Aurora and her fellow androids had given Brandon in 2743 unravelled like the worn-out bandage peeling away from his stump.
The North Vietnamese Army subjected him to unimaginable torture, eager to extract information about the American forces. But Brandon knew far too few historical facts of the era. His captors tortured him all the more brutally, assuming he was holding out on them. Pain became his constant companion, matched in tempo to the slow unraveling of his spirit.
When lucid, Gabriel Cortez was his rock. Their friendship transcended all—it was Brandon's one remaining thread of hope. They would talk through the night, sharing the intimate details of their lives—each spoken snippet of a life lived free more precious than gold.
But on one hot, sticky night, after being tortured for hours, Cortez was returned to his cell broken beyond repair. He didn't live through the night. Brandon held onto his bloody corpse until the guards dragged it away the next morning. As the prison guards washed the blood out of the cage, they joked with each other in loud voices while Brandon screamed for answers. He never got any.
For two bleak years Brandon endured in that unending hell. He became a hollow shell of the man he once was—even more broken than when he suffered as Noriyori's prized pet. Then one morning, he heard the rattle of gunfire and shouts of alarm throughout the camp.
The sounds of distant battle grew louder, helicopters swooping low over the jungle canopy. The guards grew agitated, rifles clutched tight as they scanned the skies.
Brandon crouched in the corner of his cage, scarcely daring to hope.
A burst of gunfire erupted at the gates, bullets sparking off metal. The guards returned fire, ducking for cover amid shouts in their foreign tongue. 
"Advance!" came a shout in English from beyond the wire, barely audible over the din. "Go, go, go!"
With dull eyes, Brandon peered through the cracks in the walls. He saw American soldiers pouring through the breached gates, exchanging fire with the remaining guards. 
"Clear the perimeter! Check for survivors!" An officer barked orders, organizing the chaos into swift action. The defenders fell back, outmatched and overwhelmed at last. 
The American soldiers searched the prison cells, rifles ready. "Clear!" came the cry with each empty room. Brandon crouched silently, as a terrified animal would.
"Survivor!" A soldier knelt before him, grip firm yet gentle as he helped Brandon stand up. "You're safe now. We've got you."
After the liberation of the prison camp, Brandon told his rescuers the only thing he knew might save him—that he was American. But after being shipped back to the USA, the army couldn't find any record of Brandon's enlistment. His missing birth certificate was even more puzzling. With no identification and with nobody on the planet knowing who he was, Brandon became a ghost.
◆◆◆
Brandon drifted through the city, invisible, scorned. New York City towered around him, a forest of glass and steel under ashen skies. Brandon slept in alleyways or abandoned buildings, seeking shelter from the bone-chilling wind whipping between the buildings. He clutched his thin coat tight, though the worn fabric provided little barrier against the cold seeping into his bones.
The alleys were cramped, strewn with trash and the detritus of the city—syringes, food containers, and things indescribable crusted over and forgotten. The walls were tagged with layers of graffiti, overlapped into gibberish. Water dripped from an overflowing drain like a dirge. But the cracks and shadows of the city were the only places left to a homeless cripple like him.
The city was filled with haunted echoes in the hollowed hours of night. His stomach rumbled constantly, a gnawing emptiness that never seemed to be filled. He'd forget when last he ate; days bled together through a lens of survival.
He mingled with the other castaways of society, became addicted to crack cocaine, and lost himself to the streets. He had hit rock bottom, still trapped in that Vietnamese prison somewhere in his addled mind. But even in the depths of despair, a flicker of resilience remained. He flirted with death for another ten years before meeting Father Martins.
The city streets were a bustling maelstrom of activity, people rushing by, lost in their own thoughts. Brandon wandered through the crowd, his head down, his gaze fixed on the overflowing garbage cans that sustained his body with their treasures of half-eaten food.
He bumped into someone, a startled exclamation escaping his lips. He looked up to see a kind-faced man with a gentle smile.
"I'm sorry," Brandon mumbled, stepping back.
The man smiled, a sight that Brandon thought he'd never see in this city. "No harm done. Are you lost?"
Brandon shook his head. "Just wandering."
The man studied him for a moment, his eyes filled with concern. "You look like you could use a meal."
Brandon's stomach growled in agreement. He followed the man to a small, unassuming diner. They sat down at a booth, and the man ordered them both a hearty breakfast.
As they waited for their food, the man introduced himself as Father Martins. He asked Brandon about his life. Brandon hesitated, not sure how much to reveal. But something about the priest made him feel comfortable.
He told Father Martins about his struggles with addiction and PTSD. Brandon was hesitant at first, but it felt good to let it all out. As he wolfed down the hot food, he kept talking. He told the priest about his time in the war, about the horrors he had witnessed.
Father Martins listened patiently, his eyes filled with compassion. When Brandon was finished, he nodded. "You've been through a lot, Brandon."
Brandon shrugged. "I'm just trying to survive."
Father Martins smiled. "You're stronger than you think. You've already survived more than most people could imagine."
Brandon looked down at his empty plate. He had been through so much, but he had also learned a lot. He had learned the value of simple human connection, the importance of hope.
He looked up at Father Martins. "Thank you," he said. "For listening."
"Anytime, my friend." The priest reached into his pocket and pulled out a small card. "Here's my number. If you ever need anything, just call."
Brandon took the card and slipped it into his pocket. At that moment, Brandon realized that even though he was stuck in 1977 and would probably die well before he was born, life was still a choice.
So, he chose to live.
Father Martins helped Brandon work through his addiction. Brandon attended AA meetings, where he shared his story with others who were struggling with addiction. He found a community of people who understood what he was going through, and who supported him on his journey to recovery.
It was a difficult process, but Brandon was determined. He fought against his cravings, he learned to cope with his triggers, and he slowly began to rebuild his life.
One day, Brandon realized that he had been clean for a year. He was overwhelmed with a sense of gratitude and accomplishment. He knew that his journey was far from over, but he had taken the first steps towards recovery.
Father Martins was there to celebrate with him. They went out for a meal, and Brandon shared his story with the other people at the table. He encouraged them to keep fighting, to never give up on themselves.
After two years of being clean, Brandon managed to get a job as a janitor at a shipping company.
The hum of machinery filled the air as Brandon pushed the janitor's cart down the warehouse aisle. His coworkers, a motley crew of warehouse workers, watched him with a mix of amusement and pity.
"Hey, one-armed wonder," one of them teased, "how do you decide whether to use a broom or a dustpan, since you can't use both at the same time?"
Brandon chuckled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. "Well, what came first, the chicken or the egg?"
He continued his work, sweeping the floor with practiced efficiency. Despite his disability, he was a quick learner and a hard worker. His coworkers had initially been skeptical, but they had come to respect him for his determination and positive attitude.
After his shift, Brandon headed to the library. He spent hours poring over books on religion and philosophy, his mind racing with new ideas. He was fascinated by the concept of non-violence, of the power of love and compassion to overcome hatred and violence. From Gandhi to Jesus, he was inspired by the lives of men who used peace as a weapon.
He became an ardent pacifist, his heart aching with sorrow when John Lennon was murdered in 1980. He watched the news coverage, his eyes filled with tears. He couldn't believe that someone could be so cruel, so senseless.
Brandon knew that he could not change the world, but he could make a difference in his own life. He could choose to live a life of peace and non-violence, no matter what challenges he faced.
◆◆◆
The sun beat down on Brandon, a relentless ball of fire. He stuck out his thumb, hoping for a ride. Car after car sped past, kicking up dust and debris in their wake.
After a decade spent adrift on city streets, and a brief stint as a janitor, life had led him here: compassless but for the open road. He had been wandering the country for years, his life a series of fleeting encounters and fleeting moments. He had seen the beauty of the landscape, the kindness of strangers, and the harshness of life on the road.
But the best part was that his homelessness was a choice this time. After investing all his earnings in a little computer company in Cupertino that would become wildly successful, he didn't need to worry about money anymore. Knowledge of the future did have some perks, after all.
A pickup truck slowed down, dust swirling around it. The driver, an old farmer, rolled down the window. "Need a ride?"
Brandon nodded, his heart filled with gratitude. He climbed into the cab, the cool air a welcome relief from the heat.
The farmer drove them through the countryside, the landscape rolling hills and green fields. Brandon watched the world go by, a sense of peace washing over him.
The farmer dropped him off at a small town, the sun beginning to set. Brandon thanked him and watched the pickup truck drive away. He walked through the town, taking in the sights and sounds.
He continued walking past the town, fireflies awakening to light his way. The miles slipped by, dark shapes of hill and field and barn passing ghostly silent into night. A million shattered stars awoke above. Brandon was overcome with such awe, he fell to the ground on his knees.
Brandon realized that this was true freedom—going where he pleased, waking up in a new place every night, gazing on fresh faces every day, seeing the beauty of the land up close. This was what he needed—a life that was the complete and utter opposite of any form of imprisonment—body and soul.
He drifted off to sleep, dreaming of Judith. He saw her face, her smile, her eyes filled with love. He woke up with a start, his heart pounding.
He knew that he would never see Judith again, but she would always be with him. She was a part of him now, a part of his soul.
In the morning, Brandon got up and walked away from the town, his steps light and carefree. He was a drifter, a vagabond, a philosopher.
Over the next forty-five years, there was no label that could truly encapsulate Brandon's life.
But in all that time, he never forgot about Judith. And although a handful of women came in and out of Brandon's life over the decades, Judith lingered bittersweet in his waking thoughts, never far. He thought of her often, wondering what she was doing, if she was happy.
◆◆◆
The autumn day dawned crisp and clear, sunlight filtering through golden leaves still clinging to skeletal branches. A cool breeze rustled the treetops, carrying the scent of wood smoke from distant chimneys.
An old man made his way up the winding drive to a mansion in Winnetka, worn boots crunching through drifts of fallen foliage. He walked with a slight limp, left sleeve pinned up where his arm should be. A long white beard obscured his lower face, unruly hair peeking out from under a faded cap.
It was the year 2023, and the old man had been waiting a long time for this moment.
As he approached the wrought iron gates, a guard stepped forward to intercept him. "Can I help you, sir?" The guard eyed him dubiously, hand resting casually near the pistol at his hip.
The old man stopped, gazing up at the sprawling mansion beyond. After a long moment lost in memories bitter and joyous and strange, he turned to the guard.
"I've come to speak with Judith Dutch, if she'll see me." His voice was rough with age and disuse, tone soft yet resonant.
The guard frowned, brow furrowing in confusion. "Do you have an appointment? Mrs. Dutch doesn't typically see unannounced visitors."
A small, wistful smile flickered across the old man's weathered face. "No, I don't have an appointment. But please tell her Brandon Dutch is here, and wishes a word."
Surprise registered on the guard's face, followed swiftly by disbelief. "Brandon Dutch? I apologize, sir, but I think you must be mistaken. Are you feeling unwell?"
The old man gave a low, rumbling chuckle. "No, son, I'm in full possession of my wits. I may be old, but my name truly is Brandon Dutch. And I've walked a long way to speak with Judith."
His steady, knowing gaze gave the guard pause. After a moment, the guard nodded. "Very well, Mr. Dutch. I will inform Mrs. Dutch you are here. One moment, please."
The old man—Brandon—inclined his head. "Thank you." He leaned against the iron gates, glancing up at a curtained window of the great house. He thought he saw someone up there for a moment, in a bedroom he remembered well, pulling the curtain aside and gazing down at him.
The guard returned, expression still bemused. "Mrs. Dutch will see you, sir. Come with me, please."
Chapter 42
In 2123, Judith and Brandon were preparing themselves for one final mission onboard the TOA command airship hovering over the Yukon portal. The bunker was sparse, containing little more than a weapons rack, suits of combat armor, and the sour scent of metal. Judith watched Brandon gearing up in silence, a knot of apprehension tightening in her stomach.
Brandon pulled on the black TOA uniform and began fastening each buckle and strap with practiced efficiency. Though familiar, the ritual felt strangely ominous this time. He told himself that this would be his last combat mission. After this, he could live in peace with Judith, knowing they'd done all they could to atone for past mistakes.
Judith bit her lip, needing to tell him something important—but what if it did more harm than good? On the other hand, if she didn't tell him, she would lose Brandon forever. She began donning her own uniform with trembling hands.
Judith secured the last strap and turned to Brandon, "Brandon, I have to tell you something."
Brandon didn't meet her eyes, focused on pulling his combat armor over his uniform. "I know you want to go with me, but I need you to stay safe. Please, Judith..." His voice trailed off.
Judith bit her lip and went for the direct approach. "Don't go on this mission, Brandon. It's a trap."
Brandon finished securing his combat armor, then turned to her. "How could you know that? It's worth the risk if we can capture Zero."
She turned to him, eyes pleading. "Please don't go. I met an older version of you in 2023. He said this mission ends in failure."
Brandon froze. "How is that even possible?"
Judith leaned in close to Brandon and told him everything in low, urgent tones.
Brandon bowed his head and shuddered. "Shit. Judith, you know that if I don't go on this mission, your life may be in danger again. I don't want that."
Judith took a deep breath. "I don't want that either, but what choice do we have now that we know what's going to happen to you and those men?"
Brandon shook his head. "Damn it." He sighed. "Let's go talk to Captain Lee."
They found Captain Lee on the bridge. She frowned at their approach. "Why aren't you headed for the dropship, Brandon? Cortez and the rest of the team are waiting for you."
"Captain, we can't risk traveling through that portal." Brandon's face was dark.
Lee's frown deepened. "Why not?"
Brandon explained what Judith had told him. Lee nodded slowly. "So, if I'm hearing you right, when we go through with the mission, Zero will somehow send the entire fireteam back to the Vietnam War in 1965, where they'll all die."
Brandon nodded, looking stricken.
"Very well. Let's reassess. We'll stand down for now." She gave the order. Around them, there was grim acceptance, frustration, bitterness—but also relief.
One of the mission-control specialists shouted out.  "Captain, the portal is destabilizing. I don't know how much longer it will remain open."
Captain Lee stared at the large tactical display, frustration written all over her face.
The portal shimmered and vanished. Judith stared at the empty space on the display where the shimmering portal had been. Then she doubled over in pain. Blood flowed freely from her nose, splattering the gleaming floor of the bridge. Judith clutched her head and screamed.
Brandon hauled her to a seat. "Judith!"
Her eyes were dazed. "I… remember talking to you as an old man, but I also don't remember, if that makes sense."
Brandon nodded. "Your memories are doubling up again. You should rest, my love, and it'll pass like last time. You saved a lot of lives today, Judith—I'm proud of you." Judith nodded weakly.
Brandon held Judith's face in his hands and gently wiped off the blood. "Just don't fucking do that again, I'm begging you." He led her gently off the bridge as one of the bridge crew cleaned up Judith's blood from the floor.
As Judith rested in their quarters, Captain Lee called an emergency meeting in the war room. She stood tall and straight, voice firm. "My friends, we have no choice but to disband. The portal is closed. Zero cannot be stopped. Millions have died, and this awful history is now written in stone."
There was silence as they absorbed the awful truth. Someone began to weep, quietly at first. The room shuddered with sorrow as everyone felt the full weight of Captain Lee's words. All their hopes and sacrifices had come to nothing.
Captain Lee turned to Brandon. "Brandon, you still have a job at the Temporal Oversight Agency if you want it. Aeon has found acreage with a farmhouse for you close to our main TOA base in New Zealand. You and your wife can make a home for yourselves there."
Brandon shook his head. "But Zero has won the war. What's the point, Captain?"
Captain Lee's eyes softened. "The point, Brandon, is that we're still alive. And where there is life, there is hope. Don't you forget that. We'll get another chance to change history."
◆◆◆
It had been two weeks since they'd moved in. The old farmhouse sat nestled in a fold of rolling green hills, far from the hustle and bustle of city life. Weathered wooden slats comprised the exterior, inside a cozy maze of crooked corridors and low-ceilinged rooms. Gardens surrounded it, overflowing with flowers of every hue and vegetable plots heavy with produce. A small orchard dotted the far back pasture, apple trees in full bloom.
It was everything they had ever wanted, but Brandon found no joy in it.
He left through the front door, breathing in the fresh country air, yet still struggling to fill his lungs. He walked through the garden, kneeling to turn over the soil and check on the seedlings coming up. Hours spent tending this patch of earth did little to sooth his troubled mind. Nature carried on, unconcerned with the complex maneuverings of humans. Beauty remained, resilient and enduring, but ultimately uncaring.
Brandon's one small solace was that Judith had fully recovered from the stress her brain had endured after having more alternate memories written onto it. Last week, he had found Judith in the kitchen, dancing as she kneaded bread dough. She had smiled up at him, flour dusting her hair and cheeks. He had smiled back but the smile did not reach his eyes.
His haunting nightmares were back, along with the familiar sweaty sheets, headaches, and dogged depression.
That night was no different.
Brandon found himself amid a blasted landscape, fire and smoke filling the horizon in all directions. The acrid stench of burning flesh choked the air, bodies littered the scorched earth like discarded ragdolls. Screams and wails of the dying filled his ears, an unending chorus of agony.
Buildings lay in rubble, the ruins still smoldering. Charred vehicles dotted the roadways, melted metal warped from the intense heat. Ash rained down like snow, settling in a gray film over the remnants of civilization.
He walked through this hellscape in a daze, unable to comprehend the staggering scope of devastation. Millions upon millions had perished in an instant, incinerated in Zero's apocalyptic fire.
His foot kicked something—a child's doll, its plastic limbs melted down to the fabric. A wave of nausea gripped him as the enormity of this tragedy truly struck home. So many innocent lives snuffed out in an instant, simply for being alive in the wrong time and place.
A movement in the corner of his eye—a woman stumbling through the wasteland, skin blackened and blistered, face a mask of agony. She collapsed, body wracked with sobs that soon subsided into stillness.
Brandon fell to his knees, overwhelmed with horror and grief. Tears burned down his ash-streaked face as he wept for all those lost, their hopes and dreams incinerated along with their bodies. The sheer futility of human existence hit him like a physical blow—how fragile life was, how fleeting joy and beauty in the face of oblivion.
Then the scene shifted, and he saw himself high above the conflagration. Zero's work, made possible through his own bloodline. The realization struck like a knife in the heart: he carried the seeds of this destruction within, passed down through the generations.
Brandon awoke with a start, face wet with tears. Judith slept peacefully beside him, oblivious to the nightmare vision. He slid from the bed and made his way to the window, gazing out at the tranquil beauty of their garden under a moonlit sky. 
Then Brandon padded softly to the study, unlocking the drawer and removing his old service pistol. He stood there staring at the pistol, sweat trickling down his bare chest despite a chill in the air.
There was only one chance to stop Zero now and he needed to grab onto it before all his courage was drained out of him with every fresh nightmare. Judith was Zero's ancestor, but so was he. He now held the power to stop Zero's mass murder from ever happening.
He thought about leaving a note for Judith telling her not to mourn him. Instead, he wanted her to celebrate the millions restored to life in exchange for only one. But, there was no need because she would know. She would understand more than anyone.
Brandon sat at the old oak desk and reached into the drawer, picked up a magazine, and slotted it into the pistol's chamber with a practiced movement.
He held the gun to his head.
Chapter 43
Golden afternoon light filtered into Zero's study, playing over the velvet and leather furnishings. The sun glinted off the spines of the antique books lining the stone walls, arranged meticulously on the built-in mahogany shelves. Dust motes danced in the angled sunlight streaming across Zero's obsidian desk.
Zero sat at his spatial computer, eyes intent on the drone-feed hologram playing out in infrared. The frozen tundra of the Yukon stretched out beneath the drone's camera, two heat signatures pulsing crimson where the portals glowed.
Felix hovered at Zero's shoulder, hands clasped behind his back. The tall, rail-thin engineer practically vibrated with nervous energy. This portal-twinning technology was his, but it was Zero's genius idea to divert the flow of traffic from 2123 to 1965. Felix desperately wanted it to work.
Zero tapped the screen with his finger. "There. Do you see it?"
Felix leaned in, adjusting his glasses. A shimmer appeared in the feed, accompanied by a spike in thermal radiation. The outline of a dropship flickered as the vessel passed through the portal's boundary. Then, as quickly as it had come, the ship vanished into the exit doorway to 1965, now hacked to stay permanently open.
"Ha!" Zero exclaimed, slapping Felix on the back. "It worked. My crazy idea worked."
Felix's lips curled in a timid smile. "So it would seem—congratulations sir. That marine dropship only got to enjoy 2023 for a few seconds before being thrown back to the Vietnam War in 1965."
"A fitting war to end those pestilent marines." Zero swiveled to face the engineer and smiled generously. "You've served me well, Felix. I'll have some good things to say on your next performance review."
Felix bowed his head, pride and fear mixing in his bespectacled eyes. All he wanted was to be of use to the Phoenix Collective and bask in Zero's praise. But recognition was a double-edged sword. He couldn't fade into the background any longer, now that Zero had latched onto his project. Despite the victory, he felt a cold weight settle into his guts.
A high-pitched whine sounded from the monitors. Both portals flickered, the shimmering spheres growing diffuse. Zero gripped the arms of his seat.
"What's happening? Why are they destabilizing?"
Felix turned back to the feed, fingers flying over his tablet. "I… I don't know. The harmonic resonance on the slaved portal was perfectly stable until a moment ago."
The crimson heat signatures faded along with the portals, winking out of existence. Zero stared at the screen in confusion.
"Felix, both the portal and exit doorway just closed. Why?"
Felix shrank back, terrified that this new development would end badly for him. "I'll run diagnostics in my lab and see if I can determine the cause, sir."
With a wave of his hand, Zero released him. Felix scurried from the room, white lab coat flapping.
Alone, Zero drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair, his mind racing. Why had the portals collapsed? Some flaw in Felix's design? He should have been more hands-on in the continuing development offshoots of his Temporal Anchor technology. But instead of being a scientist, these days he felt like more of a field agent, or an administrator, or whatever Father wanted him to be. It was frustrating, but necessary, now that he had bigger ambitions than mere research.
But perhaps this was the moment he had been waiting so long for. If the portal from 2123 remained permanently closed, then Brandon and Judith were never coming back. Father had told him to wait for this exact circumstance before he could finally return to 2123. But he had to be sure. If the portal were to unexpectedly re-open, that would be very bad.
Zero's thoughts drifted into the past. He closed his eyes, remembering when he was simply Luke White—a scientist at the Temporal Oversight Agency.
Back when he was a lead researcher on Project Foresight at the TOA. Back before his apotheosis into the rebel leader known as Zero.
He remembered the pride he felt walking through the gleaming halls of the top-secret TOA research lab, badge glinting on his white lab coat. Back then, he led the team developing the Temporal Anchor and TimeChain prototypes. His breakthroughs would allow humankind to safely traverse the dangerous time portals and remake the world into the utopia it should be—Earth's potential fully realized. It was heady stuff—the chance to alter destiny itself.
But the bureaucrats in charge saw things differently. As soon as the higher ups learned of Luke's achievements, they hijacked his work. The TOA lab swarmed with middle managers overriding every decision. When Luke protested this micromanagement, he was removed from Project Foresight entirely.
The government claimed ethics concerns, but Luke knew better. Knowledge was power, and those fearful weaklings wanted to hoard it for themselves. They dangled words like "responsibility" and "morality", attempting to blind him to the true potential at their fingertips. Potential they proceeded to neuter with layers of restrictions and regulations, like scared little men afraid of the dark.
Luke grew more radical in his thinking as bitterness poisoned his mind. He spent hours jackknifed in the VR deprivation chambers, exploring hypothetical timelines with Aeon. His research partners worried over his obsessive overuse of the equipment, but he ignored their small-minded whining.
They were fools, all of them—lacking the courage and imagination to seize greatness when it lay within their grasp. Only Luke saw the true capability they now commanded—to shape humanity's course as one might divert a stream. But to grasp such omnipotence required boldness, a willingness to break free of constraints both ethical and physical.
When one glimpses godhood, how can they walk away?
The door slid open, disrupting his reverie. Felix entered, shoulders hunched. "Sir, it seems the harmonic frequencies became inverted, causing the portals to cancel each other out when—"
Zero's expression oozed disdain as he finished Felix's sentence. "—when the frequency modulation reached peak levels. An amateur mistake."
Felix fiddled with the bridge of his glasses. "I'm sorry sir, I'll conduct a further investigation..."
Zero nodded tersely. "Do more than investigate, Felix—do your damn job and figure out how stable the current configuration is. This could be a very good situation. As long as the TOA can no longer interfere with our plans, that's all I care about. Either find a way to fix the twinned portals, or do what you must to make sure that Yukon portal stays closed—permanently."
"Yes sir, right away," Felix said, backing away quickly.
Zero's glare stopped Felix in his tracks. "And Felix, do you remember what you should not do?"
"No, sir, can you remind me?"
"Do not fuck it up."
"Yes sir, I mean, no sir, I won't fuck it up sir."
"Good—I'd hate to lose a valuable employee like you, Felix. Dismissed." Felix scurried away in a panic.
Zero leaned back in his chair. Could it really be time to make his final move?
As a young man, Luke White had been obsessed—addicted, even—to unraveling the mysteries of time travel. As lead researcher on Project Foresight, he poured over complex equations and theoretical temporal physics late into the night. The thrill of discovery drove him, that euphoric rush of pushing boundaries of knowledge.
But after his fall from grace and ejection from the project he spearheaded, a darkness poisoned Luke's intellectual curiosity. No longer content with patient study, he became obsessed with control. The government agents who had commandeered his work were fearful little men trying to play god, in Luke's eyes. If they could play god, then so could he—only he would do it right.
When the final catalyst came—lies and betrayal pushing him over the edge into unforgivable actions—the metamorphosis was complete. Luke White was gone. In his place was simply… Zero.
Chapter 44
Judith followed Kiso Yoshinaka along the worn stone path leading to the dojo, located in its own small building nestled amongst maple trees. As they approached, she took in the simple thatched roof and plain white walls, with sliding doors opened wide to allow in light and fresh air.
They removed their sandals at the entrance before stepping up onto the polished wooden floor. Judith looked around, entranced by the tranquil beauty of the space. The room was empty except for a ceremonial alcove along one wall, with a small urn for incense offerings and a beautiful brushwork scroll hanging above it.
At the center of the room were two tatami mats facing each other. Yoshinaka moved smoothly to kneel on one of the mats, motioning for Judith to take the opposite position. She did so, mirroring him as he straightened his posture until his spine was erect but relaxed.
Judith's eyes were drawn upward to the high beamed ceiling. Calligraphy symbols she did not recognize had been painted in black ink along the central beam. Yoshinaka followed her gaze and said, "It reads, 'Seek perfection of character, not skill alone.' The true student strives for mastery within before without."
She nodded in understanding. "Wise words, Yoshinaka-sensei."
Her eyes roamed over the clean white walls. Light filtered in from the gardens outside through translucent panes of paper that could be slid open or closed. The room felt simultaneously sparse and warm, peaceful in its simplicity.
Yoshinaka sat motionlessly with eyes closed, embodying calm focus. Judith slowed her own breathing as she observed him, sensing how the energy of the dojo encouraged inner stillness and centered presence. Time itself seemed to slow.
When at last Yoshinaka opened his eyes, Judith felt she had glimpsed a place of ritual and reflection, where warriors tempered their spirits along with their sword arms. This was no mere training hall—it was a sanctum, a site for contemplation and transcendence. She felt honored to kneel at its heart beside Yoshinaka and learn from his wisdom.
"To be samurai is more than skill with a sword," Kiso Yoshinaka then said, voice resonating with quiet authority in the stillness. "It is strength of spirit. Of unwavering loyalty and honor."
He reached down and lifted a sheathed blade, placing it gently on the mat between them.
"This wakizashi represents the soul of a samurai. It stands ready to redeem any dishonor."
He drew the short sword halfway from the plain wooden scabbard. The razor steel glinted coldly.
"Seppuku. Ritual death by one's own hand." He slid the blade back into place with a soft click. "Should I fail in my duty, this blade shall open the way for my spirit to rejoin my ancestors with honor restored."
The words hung heavy in the hushed hall. Kiso then offered the blade to Judith with two hands, head bowed. Slowly, Judith reached for it…
Judith's eyes snapped open, heart pounding. She lay still, trying to get her bearings as the familiar room in their farmhouse came into focus. The dream was so vivid, the smell of the wood in the dojo lingered for a moment.
Judith stirred and looked around, sensing something was wrong. "Brandon?" He wasn't there. The bedroom was dark and still.
With a sick feeling, she sat up, blinking in the darkness. His side of the bed was damp with sweat, the sheets rumpled. Sliding from the bed, she grabbed her robe and slipped it on as she moved into the hallway.
The old farmhouse was silent except for the soft ticking of their antique grandfather clock. Judith glanced at the clock—it was almost four in the morning. A knot of anxiety twisted in her gut. Where was he?
"Brandon?" she called out softly. No answer. She checked the living room first, then the kitchen. Both were empty, only shadows clinging to the corners.
The knot in her stomach tightened. Something wasn't right. She could feel it like electricity prickling her skin. Moving faster now, she hurried to check the other rooms. Guest bedroom, empty. Bathroom, empty. She was running out of places to look.
Only one room left—the study. Heart pounding, Judith approached the closed door. Why would he be in there at this hour? Without realizing it, she found herself holding her breath. Slowly, softly, she turned the knob and pushed open the door.
In the moonlight streaming through the bay window she could make out Brandon's silhouette. He was sitting at the old oak desk, facing away from her. Judith exhaled in relief and stepped into the room.
"Brandon, you scared me. What are you—" She halted mid-step as he turned his head. In his right hand was a gun, pressed to his temple.
Time fractured, reality shifting into a broken kaleidoscope as Judith's mind reeled in denial. No. No! This wasn't real, it couldn't be. She blinked hard, willing the scene to change, but the gun remained clutched in Brandon's hand.
"Don't—" she choked out. "Brandon, don't do this. Put it down!"
His face was pale in the moonlight, eyes bloodshot. When he spoke, his voice was eerily calm. "When we first arrived at Zero's mansion in Winnetka, you said something strange. You said that Zero only wanted to keep us alive so that he wasn't erased from existence again. What did you mean by that?"
Judith's face was white. "Brandon. Please."
Brandon cocked the hammer. "Answer me, or I'll end it right now."
Judith held out her hands in supplication. "Okay, okay. When you died at my brother's apartment, I saw Zero fade out of existence. Then, when I returned to 2123, the Phoenix Collective was gone. But Brandon—"
"That confirms it. It has to end here or Zero will still be born. All those lives, the future—" His jaw tightened. "I won't let that happen."
Panic constricted her chest. She could barely breathe. She took a small step forward, hands raised as if to calm a cornered animal. "I know, I know. But please..." Her vision blurred with tears. "We'll find another way. Just put the gun down."
His smile was gentle, infinitely sad. "There is no other way." His finger tensed on the trigger.
"No!" The word tore from her throat. She stumbled forward desperately. "I'm pregnant!"
His eyes widened at this and his grip on the gun wavered. Heart pounding wildly, she rushed on. "Don't you see? We're going to have a baby. The next generation is already coming." A shaky breath escaped her. "It's too late to end the lineage. Your death would be meaningless now."
With trembling hands, Brandon lowered the gun to his lap. His eyes searched her face. "Judith..."
She fell to her knees before him, taking his hands in her own trembling ones. "Brandon, I love you." She squeezed his hands, willing him to understand, fresh tears spilling down her cheeks. "I love you, I love you, I love you."
The gun slipped from Brandon's fingers, hitting the floor with a heavy thud. He stared at her wordlessly. Then his shoulders sagged and his body folded forward as if all strings had been cut. Judith wrapped her arms around him fiercely.
They held each other tight, her whispered "I love you's" the only sound besides his quiet sobs. She stroked his hair, her own tears falling into the golden strands.
After what seemed like forever, Brandon drew back, eyes searching her face through the moonlit room. He brought one hand up to cradle her cheek with infinite tenderness.
"A baby?" His voice broke over the words.
Judith covered his hand with her own and smiled through her tears. "Yes. Our baby."
His face reflected a kaleidoscope of emotion—shock, joy, fear, awe. But the terrible resolve that had hardened his features just moments before now melted away.
He pulled her into his embrace again. "Judith," he breathed into her hair, his tone conveying both wonder and trepidation.
She clung to him. "I know. This changes everything," she said softly.
He drew back, searching her eyes once more. "Are you sure? About the baby?"
She nodded. "I took three tests yesterday. I was going to tell you over dinner tonight but..." Her voice hitched as the reality of how close she'd come to losing him washed over her.
Brandon smoothed her hair back from her face, his own eyes glistening. "My God, Judith. I almost..." He swallowed hard, unable to finish the terrible thought.
"But you didn't," she reminded him firmly. "You're here. With me. With our child." She placed his hand gently on her still-flat stomach.
Looking down at his hand resting there, his face reflected the gravity of this moment—the fragile new life now depending on him. When he met her gaze again, his eyes shone with purpose. "You're right. I have too much to live for now."
He drew her close once more, lips finding hers in a kiss that conveyed longing, promise, hope. All the words they couldn't yet find.
When their lips finally parted, Judith kept her forehead resting against his, their breaths intermingling. "No more talk of sacrificing yourself," she whispered. "You're not alone in this fight anymore."
He hugged her tighter in response. Over her shoulder, through the window, the inky night sky had begun to soften. Dawn was coming.
Judith drew back, catching the change in light. Wordlessly, she stood, pulling Brandon up with her by the hands. Side by side, they moved to the window. The darkness was slowly receding, giving way to hues of purple and pink along the horizon.
Slipping an arm around her, Brandon pulled Judith close against him once more. Together, they watched the sun begin its steady climb over the hills surrounding their home.
Witnessing that beautiful sight, Brandon felt something shift and settle within him. The dawn of this new day, this new phase of life, filled him with hope. The future was still uncertain, but they would face it together.
He turned to Judith, her upturned face glowing in the warm morning light. Meeting her eyes, he said with quiet conviction, "We're going to be alright."
Her answering smile radiated joy and belief. "Yes," she agreed softly, fervently. "We are."
Chapter 45
After snatching a few hours of much-needed rest, Brandon awoke to the rich aroma of freshly-brewed coffee. Sunlight streamed through the kitchen windows as he shuffled in to find Judith standing at the counter. She turned and gave him a timid smile.
"Good morning," she said brightly. "I made your favorite blend."
Brandon returned her smile and pulled her in for a lingering kiss. "Have I told you lately that you're amazing?" he murmured. Judith laughed.
"Flattery will get you everywhere."
They sat out on the porch with mugs of coffee and plates piled high with eggs, bacon, and toast. Brandon dug in with relish. The food and coffee banished the last bit of morning grogginess.
"This is perfect," he said sincerely. "Just what I needed." Judith beamed, pleased to see him in a much better frame of mind than a few hours ago.
As the meal wound down, Brandon reached over and took Judith's hand. "About last night…" he started to say, unable to complete his sentence. His head dropped down.
After a moment, Judith reached over and laid her hand on top of his. "I'm glad you're still here," she whispered. Brandon lifted his eyes to meet hers. The raw anguish he saw there made his heart constrict.
"I'm sorry," he rasped. Sorry for the aborted suicide attempt last night that had left them both shaken. Sorry for ever considering leaving her alone to face the future and their unborn child's uncertain fate. Judith gave his hand a fierce squeeze.
"You have nothing to apologize for," she said, voice steely with conviction. "We're in this together."
Brandon managed a weak smile. "Together," he echoed. They stayed like that for a long moment, drawing strength from each other. Finally Judith gave his hand a pat and withdrew, turning her attention to the last bit of breakfast on her plate.
"Now eat," she ordered gently. "Keep up your strength. We'll figure this out, I promise."
They finished the rest of the meal in a comfortable silence. The present was all that mattered—this quiet moment together. But now that he was to be a father, Brandon found a new worry blooming in his chest—the future of their child.
"Judith, our child…"
"You're worried what this could mean," Judith finished for him. Brandon nodded, brow furrowing.
"If the TOA finds out..." He didn't need to complete the thought. They both knew the organization would be extremely interested in their unborn child once they realized its significance. Another ancestor of Zero was not something to be taken lightly.
Judith squeezed his hand reassuringly. "Then we make sure they don't find out," she said. "At least not until we decide how to handle this." Judith searched Brandon's face. "Could you do that?"
Brandon looked into her eyes. "For you, anything," Brandon vowed. Judith leaned over and kissed him firmly.
"No one can know," she whispered as they broke apart. Brandon nodded solemnly. This would stay their secret for now.
They had just sealed the pact when a distant roar shattered the quiet morning. Brandon stiffened, peering toward the horizon as the rumble grew louder. Through the trees, the hulking shape of a dropship materialized.
"No," Brandon breathed, pulse racing. This couldn't be happening. Not now, when they'd just found their footing with the life-changing news.
He grabbed Judith's hand as the ship descended rapidly toward their field. "Inside, quick!" They abandoned the breakfast table and rushed into the house. Brandon slammed the door behind them.
"What do they want?" Judith asked shakily.
"I don't know." Dread pooled in Brandon's gut. Did the TOA somehow already know about the pregnancy? Is that why they sent a dropship?
His worst fears were confirmed when a heavy knock came at the door, followed by a stern voice. "TOA marines! Open up, we need to speak with you."
Judith silently moved up beside the door, assuming a battle stance with her katana raised. No matter what happened next, their unborn child had to be protected at all costs.
Brandon's eyebrows shot up a good inch—the sight of his samurai wife wielding a sword in her silk pyjamas was quite a sight. He quickly motioned to her to lower the sword. Cutting down a squad of marines wouldn't help their cause.
Brandon breathed deeply. But they couldn't hide in here either. He steeled himself and eased open the door.
Half a dozen armored soldiers stood on the porch. Their commander stepped forward.
"Mr. Dutch. Mrs. Dutch. Please come with us." His tone was firm but not overtly hostile. Brandon hesitated.
"Why? What's this about?"
The man's face remained impassive. "New intelligence has come to light about Zero. You're needed for an urgent debrief at the Wellington base."
Brandon stared, pulse racing. This didn't make sense. He glanced back at Judith's frightened face. They didn't seem to have much choice.
"Alright," he said gruffly. "Just… give us a minute."
The commander nodded. Brandon closed the door and turned to Judith.
"I don't think they know about the baby," he murmured. "We'll cooperate for now to find out what this is really about."
She nodded shakily. Brandon pulled her close. "It's going to be okay," he soothed. But an ominous feeling nagged him as they hurriedly got dressed and stepped outside to join the waiting marines. What new intelligence about Zero could possibly warrant this kind of response?
The flight to the Wellington base was short but tense. Brandon and Judith sat in silence, dreading what awaited them. As soon as they landed, they were briskly escorted into the sprawling complex.
Brandon and Judith followed their marine escort through the wide, airy corridors of the Wellington TOA base. Though Judith had seen glimpses of the base before, its scale and technological sophistication still amazed her.
The walls and floors gleamed with a pristine metallic sheen. Video screens lined the corridors, displaying streams of data and surveillance footage. Armored guards stood at regular intervals, pulse rifles held at the ready. The entire facility hummed with focused activity, technicians and officers striding briskly about.
As they walked, Judith's gaze was drawn upward. Far above, the curved ceiling resembled a planetarium, simulating the sky outside. At the moment it showed slate-gray clouds drifting across a late afternoon sky. She wondered if it was an actual view of the sky in real time, or just an approximation.
Other areas of the base looked more functional and militaristic. They passed through a hangar bay where sleek marine dropships and some sort of mech suit she'd never seen before were being maintained and loaded. Nearby were armories stocked with racks of Nanotech ordnance. Training facilities, research labs, command centers—the scale of TOA operations at their primary base was staggering.
The marines led them to a secure briefing room. A man in a crisp TOA uniform stood as they entered. "Mr. Dutch, Mrs. Dutch. I'm Commander Wolfe."
Commander Garrett Wolfe cut an imposing figure. He stood tall, over six feet in height, with a muscular but lean build honed by years of military training. Judith guessed he was in his early forties, but he exuded a vigorous energy that made him seem younger.
His face was handsome but hard-edged, with a strong jawline and piercing blue eyes that seemed constantly alert. His dark hair was cut short on the sides but retained some length on top, just long enough to be swept back in a way that suggested casual precision.
Brandon studied Wolfe carefully. He noticed a thin scar tracing along the commander's hairline towards his temple. Another faded scar crossed his cheekbone. Marks of a warrior who had seen combat despite his senior position.
When Wolfe spoke, his voice was a resonant baritone that carried the natural authority of a man used to command. But he also knew when a lighter touch was required, adjusting his tone and demeanor with practiced ease. His manner was polite but reserved. "Please, have a seat."
They sat across from Wolfe at the utilitarian metal table. He regarded them solemnly. "I apologize for the abruptness, but a matter of grave importance has come up. New intelligence suggests we may have a rare opportunity to eliminate the threat of Zero."
Brandon tensed. Any news related to Zero was unlikely to be good for them. "What intelligence?" he asked tersely.
Wolfe tapped the tablet in front of him. "I've been authorized to share this classified report with you. Aeon intercepted financial records indicating that a shell company purchased a large island in the Greenland Sea in March of 2022. Our temporal analysts have discovered that the shell company was registered under one of Zero's known aliases. He covered his tracks well, but not well enough. So, we know exactly where his base of operations is and have authorization to take him out."
Confusion creased Brandon's brow. "Take him out? I don't understand. Zero escaped to the past after murdering millions of innocents during his attack on the TOA. Killing him now won't undo the damage he's already done."
"An understandable assumption, but incorrect," Wolfe replied, his eyes gleaming. "You know how when a portal opens between two time periods, time passes in parallel on both sides?"
Brandon nodded.
"Well, here's the kicker: Our investigation has revealed that Zero arrived in 2022—that's about 14 months prior to the Phoenix Collective attack in 2123. From his perspective, the attack still lies in his future."
Stunned silence met this revelation. They had always assumed that the Zero they met in 2023 had already committed his attack—he even said as much. But, of course it made sense now—he was lying to protect himself.
Judith imagined Zero's Temporal Anchor spinning in the air above the Yukon portal at a precise moment in 2122, waiting for Zero to activate his TimeChain and open an exit doorway—a doorway back to a time over a year before his attacks take place. Zero didn't escape to the past after dropping his bombs—he hid in the past before the attacks took place to prepare; to build his army, so they could march through the doorway and take the world by surprise.
Judith found her voice first. "So, Zero is somewhere out there, right now? In this time period?"
Wolfe nodded. "Undoubtedly. But he has long gone underground and we'll never find him now, in 2123. But we can stop him before he ever wages war on the TOA. If we eliminate Zero in 2023, the future as we know it ceases to exist. Millions of lives saved in one strike." His eyes glinted with fervor.
Brandon's mind raced. This changed everything. If they could prevent Zero from orchestrating the Phoenix Collective attack, the carnage he had unleashed would never come to pass.
Brandon shook his head in confusion as he listened to Commander Wolfe's briefing. "I still don't understand," he said. "Even if we know where Zero is in 2023, how does that help us now? The Yukon time portal closed. There's no way back to stop him."
Wolfe regarded Brandon with a steady gaze. "Actually, there is. We detected a massive energy spike at the portal site this morning. Our scientists confirm the portal has reopened."
◆◆◆
A pulsating glow from the spatial computer holographic screens on Zero's desk washed his angular features in pale blue. A massive energy spike at the Yukon portal. Felix stood rigidly across from him, hands clasped behind his back to stop them from trembling, as they both watched the drone feed intently.
Zero couldn't believe what he was seeing. After his investigation, Felix had assured him that the Yukon portal was permanently closed. So, he had eagerly started to mass his forces in preparation for an invasion and the grand culmination of all his plans. But here they were, a mere two weeks later, and his plans were thwarted again.
On the display, the energy spike stabilized, confirming that the portal from 2123 to 2023 was open once again. The exit doorway to 1965 Vietnam, however, remained stubbornly closed. Zero's fingers clenched involuntarily. He knew what was coming: The undercover agent at his Swiss bank had confirmed the unusual request for his financial records. The TOA was on to him.
It seemed that he would have to wait longer for victory after all. Inside, Zero boiled with rage. Outside, his face was impassive.
Zero pressed a finger to the comm link in his ear. "Chief of Security, initiate defense protocol 22-B. We have a timeline containment breach. Expect incoming hostiles and ready all countermeasures."
He turned his emotionless mask of a face toward Felix. "Felix, what did I tell you not to do?" His tone was casual, as if remarking on nothing more urgent than the weather.
Felix paled, taking an involuntary step back. "Sir, I just need more time to analyze the temporal distortion waveform anomaly—"
"Just answer the question." Zero interrupted.
A pained expression spread across Felix's face. "You told me not to fuck it up, sir."
"That's exactly right. But… I do have some good news for you."
A glimmer of hope flickered in Felix's eyes. "Sir?"
"Your performance review is cancelled." Zero raised a pistol, casually as if stretching. Before Felix could react, Zero fired a single scorching bolt directly through his forehead.
Felix's body crumpled limply to the floor. Smoke rose from the charred, gaping cavity in his head.
Zero rose smoothly from his seat and stepped unhurriedly around the desk, nudging Felix's lifeless body aside with one foot. Behind him, warning klaxons began to blare throughout the complex. His face betrayed no hint of emotion as he exited the study, leaving Felix's remains steaming gently on the stone floor.
Chapter 46
Brandon and Judith exchanged tense glances as Commander Wolfe's revelation sank in. The time portal had reopened. A chance to stop Zero before his reign of destruction began. It was almost too much to hope for.
Wolfe leaned forward, steepling his hands on the glossy briefing table. "I know this comes as a shock. But we must act swiftly if we're to change the past."
His gravelly voice was urgent as he continued. "Now that we know how much time Zero has spent in 2023, we can safely assume that he has fortified many positions. Zero's Winnetka mansion in Illinois where you both lived was likely just one of many bases. Our analysts believe his main stronghold is likely on that private island in the Greenland Sea, which he purchased through a shell company. We can expect a heavily-fortified compound there.
Brandon nodded, processing the information. "We need to hit him hard, at his center of operations."
"Exactly." Wolfe activated a holographic display showing satellite footage of a snow-covered island with a rugged coastline made up of vertical rocky cliffs and no beaches. "This is what the island looks like today, in 2123." He pointed to some rubble in the middle of the island. "These ruins are actually the remains of Zero's base. It will be tough getting a foothold on it, but we can't allow Zero to slip away."
Brandon tensed as the door hissed open, but relaxed slightly when he saw Captain Michelle Lee enter the room. At the entrance of a ranking offer, Wolfe snapped a sharp salute, which Captain Lee returned. Lee's sharp gaze immediately found them.
"Brandon, Judith, it's good to see you both again." Her mouth curved into a grim smile. "Looks like we'll finally get another crack at that bastard."
The three regarded each other with solemn understanding. After their first failed effort to stop Zero, they shared the bitter weight of that defeat. But now, unexpectedly, they had a second chance.
Captain Lee gestured at Wolfe. "I see you've met Commander Wolfe. He's one of the finest officers the TOA has to offer. Did you guys know he fended off the Phoenix Collective attack on this base with minimal damage and casualties?"
"Just doing my job, Captain," Wolfe said.
"You're too modest, Garrett. There isn't a scratch on this building. Even our gardens look untouched. Anyway, sorry to interrupt, Commander—please brief me on what I've missed."
Wolfe quickly brought Captain Lee up to speed on the time portal reopening. Lee stared up at the holographic image of Zero's island.
"We'll need some military-grade satellite imagery from 2023 so we can get eyes on what Zero has been up to. And, before we send anyone through, we need to verify it's safe," she said grimly. "We all remember what almost happened last time." The others nodded somberly.
"We can send micro-probe drones through to scan the exit point," Wolfe suggested. "They can check for energy spikes, signs of life, EM signatures, atmospheric composition—anything out of the ordinary before their built-in TimeChains automatically activate and send the drones back to us."
Lee rubbed her chin thoughtfully. "And if the probes are rerouted straight to Vietnam?"
"We re-assess the mission," Wolfe said bluntly. "As much as I want to eliminate Zero, it's not worth blundering into a trap and losing our troops."
"Agreed. Assuming the trap has been dismantled, what should our next step be?"
"The next step would be to send in a recon team. They can obtain the satellite imagery we need and scout out the island before we commit all our forces to the operation."
Lee's dark eyes flashed with conviction. "Excellent. But if we don't gain air superiority fast, Zero will be able to launch a shuttle and escape through his exit doorway back to 2122. So, we need to hit Zero with everything we've got. Once we're good to go, I intend to lead the primary attack myself."
Brandon felt a swell of admiration for Lee. She had proven herself a cautious but courageous leader. If anyone could guide them to victory, it was her.
Wolfe nodded. "As you wish, Captain. I'll muster the troops."
Captain Lee placed her hands on the table and stared at each of them in turn. "No more surprises. We do this carefully, methodically. Zero won't know what hit him. Commander, launch the micro-probe drones immediately and have the recon team ready to go. Judith and Brandon, report back here at zero eight hundred hours tomorrow for a mission briefing—I have an important assignment for you both."
Lee stood up straight, hands clasped behind her back. "Let's not waste any more time. Dismissed."
Wolfe nodded, jaw set with determination and saluted Captain Lee before striding out the door.
As Commander Wolfe left, Captain Lee smiled at Brandon and Judith.
"You both look dead on your feet," she said, not unkindly.
"We're managing," Brandon said carefully.
Lee nodded. "Even so, get some rest tonight. I'm authorizing you to borrow a dropship so you can fly yourselves back to your farm." She held up a hand against their protests. "That's an order. I need you sharp—we'll need your help in the fight to come."
"Thank you, Captain," Brandon said. "We'll report back in the morning."
As they turned to go, Lee added gently, "And Judith… take care of yourself." Did Judith imagine it, or did Captain Lee's eyes flicker down to her belly?
They maintained a casual pace until out of the Captain's sight. Then Judith sagged against Brandon in relief.
"Do you think she knows?"
"She doesn't," Brandon soothed. "Not yet anyway."
Making their way to the launch pad, they hopped into the borrowed dropship and returned to their farmhouse for some much-needed rest.
Brandon powered down the engines of the dropship as they touched down in the field behind their farmhouse. It was a relief to be home after the intensity of the TOA mission briefing. Judith gave his hand a gentle squeeze.
"Hard to believe so much has changed just in the last few hours," she said softly.
As they disembarked, Judith felt a pang for the future they hadn't even had a chance to enjoy yet in this beautiful place. Lazy mornings on the porch, long hikes through the meadows, quiet nights under the stars. And a child on the way. Their life together could be so sweet here.
Now they were being pulled back into action. One last fight for the peace both of them craved. Then she could lay down her katana and focus on motherhood instead of war.
Walking up to their front door with tired feet, they headed inside. Brandon started a fire as Judith prepared a light meal.
Over dinner, weariness settled into their bones. But Judith couldn't relax. After playing with her food for a while, Judith set down her fork, meeting Brandon's eyes.
"We have to kill him, don't we?" Her voice was heavy with acceptance. "He's our blood, our descendant, but… there's no other way."
Brandon slowly nodded. As Zero's ancestors, could they take his life? Yet the thought of millions paying in blood for his twisted vision steeled his resolve.
"You're right. We have to stop him, no matter what it takes." Brandon's jaw tightened. "Three million lives come first."
Upstairs, they collapsed into bed without bothering to undress, too exhausted for anything but sleep. They had almost drifted off when Judith sat up abruptly.
"Brandon… we're going to have a baby." Her eyes glistened with wonder. "A new life we created. That's what we're really fighting for."
The warmth of purpose flooded them both. Brandon sat up and pulled Judith into a tight embrace. Their lips met in a passionate kiss, their tongues dancing together in a promise of what was to come.
They suddenly had the energy to get undressed after all. Brandon's hands roamed over Judith's body, feeling the softness of her skin beneath his fingers. He reached behind her and unclasped her bra, freeing her breasts. He cupped them in his hands, feeling their weight and the hardness of her nipples. Judith moaned softly as he leaned down and took one in his mouth, swirling his tongue around it.
Judith's hands were busy too, undoing the buttons of Brandon's shirt and running her fingers over his chest. She traced the lines of his muscles, feeling the heat of his body. She pushed the shirt off his shoulders, letting it fall to the floor.
Brandon trailed kisses down Judith's neck and chest down to her stomach. He kissed her belly, in awe of the life within her.
Judith's hands were in Brandon's hair, pulling him closer. She moaned, her hips bucking as he worked pure magic with his tongue. She cried out in pleasure, but Brandon didn't stop. He moved up Judith's body, looking into her eyes, seeing the desire and love reflected back at him. They moved together, their rhythm in sync as they made love.
Afterwards, they lay together, their bodies slick with sweat. Brandon's heart was still racing, his mind still reeling from the intensity of their lovemaking. Judith looked at him, her eyes soft and full of love.
"I love you," she said softly.
"I love you too," he replied, his voice hoarse. "So much."
Before she drifted off into a deep sleep, Judith's mind drifted back to her old life, before she met Brandon.
She had lived alone in a tiny apartment, working long hours at Libertus Financial. Everything was shades of gray—the office walls, her business suits, the ethical compromises she was asked to make daily.
At the time, it was normal. Just the way things were. She didn't realize how empty she felt, how drained of meaning and purpose her life had become.
But now, looking back, the contrast was stark. Her corporate job had required her to ignore her conscience for the sake of profits. She could have swallowed her misgivings and buried her ideals just to keep climbing the ladder. But she made a choice to stand up for what was right. That choice changed her life.
Her life was so different now. She had left that gray world behind. Now she woke up each morning next to the man she loved. She was going to bring a new life into the world soon.
And she had been given a chance to make a real difference—perhaps to change the course of history itself. By stopping Zero, she could save millions of lives. It was a heavy responsibility, but one she accepted.
Judith placed a hand on her belly, smiling softly. She had come so far from that person she used to be. And there was only one life that mattered now. With Brandon by her side, she finally felt empowered to stand up for what was right. To make a better world for her child.
Chapter 47
Brandon stood on the deserted street, the farmhouse behind him. A prickle of awareness raised the hairs on his neck. He was not alone. Far down the road, a lone figure approached. Backlit by the sinking sun, features obscured. But the purposeful stride was unmistakable. Zero.
Brandon's gut twisted. He turned to run, to warn the others, but his limbs were leaden—too heavy to move. Panic rising, he struggled against the paralysis. Zero drew nearer, crimson eyes burning with malevolent intent.
Just before reaching him, Zero halted, canting his head with a predator's anticipation. Then his body began to shimmer, duplicate, and multiply exponentially. A second Zero appeared, then four, eight, sixteen, thirty-two, sixty-four…
An army rapidly formed of endless iterations. Empty faces and burning eyes, all fixed on Brandon. Marching in perfect unison, they advanced on the farmhouse.
The army of Zeros started to chant in time to their footsteps, the volume of their blended voices booming, hitting Brandon's chest like a shockwave.
"We are coming."
"You will fail."
"She will die."
Brandon roared soundlessly, straining with everything he had against the invisible bonds. The door creaked open behind him. He had to warn her, protect her, but he couldn't move—
Brandon strained against the paralysis holding him. "No! I won't let you touch her!"
Judith stepped outside, one hand cradling her belly. Brandon shrieked mutely as the sea of Zeros rushed past him, unheeding. Judith's eyes widened in terror.
Brandon roared desperately. "Judith! Run!"
She turned to run, but they were upon her. Strong hands seized Judith's shoulders, her throat. The awful snap ricocheted through Brandon's being. Judith collapsed boneless to the ground, vacant eyes fixed on him in silent accusation.
"Nooo!" he howled. Around him the voices echoed in awful unison.
"You failed her."
"You are weak."
"She is dead."
Brandon thrashed violently as the Zeros marched on. The sea of identical monsters blurred, encompassing everything. Consuming his world utterly. Their child was dying within her and he was powerless, frozen, useless—
He jerked violently, choking on a scream, his eyes snapping open. He was lying naked next to Judith in bed—safe in their farmhouse. Just a nightmare... But the sick horror still coursed through him, the snap of her neck echoing endlessly in his mind.
Judith jerked awake at the sound of Brandon's scream. He was sitting upright in bed, chest heaving, eyes wide and unseeing. The sheets were tangled around his legs, soaked in sweat.
She touched his shoulder gently. He flinched, then met her eyes. The raw terror in his gaze made her stomach twist.
"Hey, it's okay. Just a nightmare," she said gently. She wrapped her arms around him, stroking his back. His skin was icy under her palms. Slowly, she felt the frantic hammer of his heart begin to calm.
"Want to talk about it?" she murmured.
He shook his head, then rasped, "It was Zero. An army of him." His voice broke. "He killed you. Our baby."
Judith hugged him fiercely. "That will never happen. I'm right here. We're both safe."
After a moment, Brandon shifted to face her, taking her hands in his. His eyes were haunted but clear.
"Judith, I don't want you on this mission. It's too dangerous. Stay here where I know you're protected."
Anger flared in her chest. "Absolutely not. Last time I stayed behind, I lost you. Never again."
"But the baby—"
"Goes where I go," she interrupted firmly. "We're a package deal now. I can handle myself—and you know it."
Brandon sighed, shoulders slumping. "I know. I just… I can't lose you."
Judith softened, cupping his cheek. "You won't." She smiled wryly. "You're an ex-marine and I'm a buff samurai chick, remember?"
The corner of his mouth quirked up. "You are a buff samurai chick," he agreed, slipping an arm around her bare waist. Taking a deep breath, resolve settled on his features.
"This is our last mission, no matter what happens. When it's over, we walk away. Focus on our family and the future."
Judith nodded, blinking back sudden tears. The future they had fought so hard for was finally within reach.
"No matter what happens," she echoed. She drew Brandon close and they kissed each other as the moonlight shifted across the sheets. The darkness of the nightmare was banished for now, kept at bay by their entwined hearts.
◆◆◆
In the morning, the Wellington TOA base bustled with activity. In the mission prep room, Captain Lee and Commander Wolfe studied the holographic display intently. Brandon and Judith had "slept in" and sheepishly slunk into the briefing late. They listened to the ongoing discussion anxiously.
"We hit the Phoenix Collective with overwhelming force," Lee said, pointing at the updated satellite image on the 3D holographic display. The image showed a fortified cluster of buildings in the center of Zero's island, with a tall spire piercing the sky in the exact middle.
"I'll lead an armored battalion to his front gates, here. Both air and ground assaults should get his attention. Cobra battalions on the ground will pound any anti-air defenses they may have so our fighter jets in Raptor squad can gain air superiority."
Wolfe nodded approvingly as Lee continued, pointing to locations throughout the island. "Sniper teams here and here can pin down Zero's troops while scouting parties help guide the airstrikes. Once we've drawn the bulk of defenses to this flat area, I'll send a platoon through this lower valley to open a second front."
"Brilliant tactics, Captain," Wolfe said. "You'll have him surrounded."
"That's the idea," Lee agreed. "It will create chaos and confusion, allowing your strike team to slip in undetected." She looked directly at Judith.
Judith pointed to herself in surprise. "My strike team?"
Captain Lee nodded. "Yes—your strike team."
Judith blinked rapidly, shock evident on her face. "You want me to lead the strike team? Why not Brandon? He's the marine."
"Ex-marine," Captain Lee interjected firmly, giving Brandon a respectful nod.
Brandon's jaw tensed momentarily before his expression softened. He reached for Judith's hand, his fingers gently wrapping around hers. "It should be you, my love. You're ready." His voice dropped, becoming almost a whisper. "I... can't do it. Not anymore."
The room fell silent. Judith looked down at their clasped hands, then back up to Brandon's face, searching his eyes. The confidence she usually saw there was still present, but something else lingered beneath—a shadow of something he wasn't ready to share.
"But I've never led a strike team before," Judith said, her voice steadier than she felt. "This isn't a simple infiltration—we're going after Zero himself."
Commander Wolfe stepped forward. "That's precisely why we need you. You've interacted with Zero. You understand how he thinks in a way none of us do."
Brandon squeezed Judith's hand and stepped closer to her. "And I'll be there by your side the whole time," he said, his voice low but resolute. "You'll call the shots, but I've got your back. Always have, always will." His eyes met hers with an intensity that made the rest of the room fade away. "We're a team, Judith. That hasn't changed."
Captain Lee nodded in approval. "Good. It's settled then." She pointed at the holographic display. "My frontal attack is just one big distraction so you can get inside the complex. Commander Wolfe, can you fill Brandon and Judith in on what they've missed?"
Wolfe stepped forward and cleared his throat.  "We sent the micro-probe drones through the portal and they came back with their data package intact. We confirmed that the second portal to Vietnam is no longer open, so we sent in our recon team. They successfully retrieved the updated satellite images and scouted out Zero's island."
"That's great news!" Brandon exclaimed.
"It gets better," Wolfe said with a fierce grin. "The recon team picked up an anomalous portal signature in the area—so they investigated it. But they didn't find a portal. Instead, they found a signal with similar spatial-temporal properties. They traced the signal back to this house in Costa Rica.
Wolfe switched the holographic display to an image of a modest two-story seaside home in a tropical setting. "Our recon team leader volunteered to stay behind and stake out this house. He observed staff members entering and exiting the building. Over the course of a year, he approached one of them—a masseuse in Zero's employ—and managed to pull her over to our side."
Brandon shook his head in disbelief. "Shit, over a year in the field. Who's this recon leader? We owe him big time."
"Lieutenant Gabriel Cortez—he was in your boot-camp platoon, so you may know him."
Brandon nodded. "I sure do—that son of a bitch knows how to handle himself."
Wolfe continued without pause. "It turns out that this house in Costa Rica houses a teleportation hub built on the same principles as portal transit. The masseuse we recruited has given us her access fob so that we can teleport a small strike team over to Zero's island at the same time as the frontal assault. We need you and Brandon to assemble that strike team, enter Zero's base, and apprehend him." He looked at them.
Brandon and Judith exchanged a glance—it seemed their role in this mission had been decided: they were to enter the lion's den and capture the lion—no easy task. But this was their only ticket to freedom.
Captain Lee crossed her arms. "Choose your team carefully in the coming days. We need a total of five—so you need to find three more skilled fighters to join you. We only get one shot at this." Her eyes hardened like flint. "Dismissed."
◆◆◆
The Wellington base's gym had clearly been designed for maximum training and conditioning. At any time of day, TOA marines could be found here honing their fighting skills and combat readiness. It was a large open space with tall ceilings and exposed pipes running along the tops of the walls. One entire wall was covered in floor-to-ceiling mirrors, now fogged with condensation from the humid air. The smell of sweat and disinfectant permeated the room.
On the left side of the gym was an open area with boxing rings, punching bags, speed bags, and other equipment for martial arts and combat training. This was where Brandon found Cortez, who was currently working up a sweat, violently pounding a heavy bag that swung wildly with each strike. His face was a mask of intense focus, muscles bulging as he delivered a barrage of punches and kicks.
Brandon grinned at the sight of his old friend. In boot camp, Cortez was a shy, lanky kid who'd barely spoken two words. But, even then, that boy had unbelievable grit. Over the years, Brandon had watched Cortez grow into a force to be reckoned with. They'd become good friends.
Cortez was also on the team for their last mission to 2023. But it was a mission they'd never gone on. Judith had warned them of the mission's inevitable failure. According to Judith, if she hadn't altered the trajectory of the future and stopped the fireteam from ending up in 1965 Vietnam, Cortez would be dead right now.
Brandon didn't think it was possible, but Cortez had gotten beefier since he'd last seen him. The man's commitment to the marine corps was inspiring.
Cortez turned, face splitting into a grin.
"Dutch! Never thought I'd see you again."
They clasped hands warmly. "Cortez. Great to see you—sorry we didn't get to spend much time together on the last mission. You're looking good."
Cortez laughed. "So are you. The legendary Brandon Dutch." His smile faded. "I know what you're gearing up for. I want in."
Brandon studied him for a long moment. "Are you sure about that? I heard about your recon mission. You just spent a year in the field."
"I can handle it," Cortez said firmly. "I won't let you down."
Looking into his steady eyes, Brandon felt an inexplicable kinship with the man. They were friends when he was younger, but he hadn't seen him in forever. Yet, for some strange reason, he trusted Cortez intrinsically.
He clasped his shoulder. "Gabriel, you should know something. On that cancelled mission we were going to go on together, my wife changed what was going to happen…"
Cortez gazed earnestly at Brandon. "I heard the rumors. We all died—except for you. But I also heard you saved us. Brought us back from death. There's nobody else I'd want to fight beside to take that Phoenix Collective bastard down."
"I wish I remembered saving you, but I don't. That one-armed old man was another version of me."
Cortez smiled. "I'll fight beside any version of you—with one arm or two. Or even three."
Brandon laughed. "Okay—you're in. We'll prep you on the details."
Cortez exhaled, relief flashing across his face. "Thank you. I know this mission is bigger than me. But I want to help any way I can. Also, you know the masseuse I convinced to help us?"
Brandon smiled knowingly. "Ah, you were always the lady's man, Cortez. Now the real reason you want to join the mission comes out—you don't want your new girlfriend rubbing oil all over Zero's body."
Cortez laughed. "I don't have time for a girlfriend, but let's just say we had some harmless fun. I also promised Sofia I'd hand in her resignation personally to that motherfucker."
Brandon gripped Gabriel's hand. "It's a deal. Welcome aboard, brother."
◆◆◆
While Brandon was catching up with Cortez, Commander Wolfe pulled Judith to one side and asked her to follow him.
"Judith, I have a candidate for the strike team you should consider."
Commander Wolfe led her along a winding corridor to an observation lounge with a breathtaking view of the gardens behind the Wellington base. Cherry trees in full pink blossom swayed gently in the breeze, their petals carpeting the expertly raked pebbles below. Stone lanterns dotted the landscape, spilling mellow light across elaborately trimmed shrubs and artfully placed rocks.
In a clearing in the distance, Judith spotted a lone figure dressed in a TOA uniform, but they were too far away to see who it was. The figure was flanked by an armed security team, so it seemed whoever it was had limited freedom.
"So, who's this mystery recruit?" Judith asked, glancing sideways at Wolfe.
He gave her a knowing smile, the crinkles around his eyes deepening. "Someone I believe you'll be very glad to have on the team."
Judith lifted an eyebrow. "You seem awfully sure about that."
"Let's just say I have an inkling this candidate is someone you can trust." Wolfe handed Judith a pair of high-powered binoculars.
Curiosity piqued, Judith lifted the binoculars to her eyes and focused on the figure in the distance. Her mouth dropped open in surprise. The lone figure was a man—and he was flowing through graceful martial forms with a gleaming katana. As he turned, the last rays of sunset caught his chiseled features—the stern face, long black hair tied neatly back, the distinctive scar over his left eyebrow.
"Kiso!" Judith breathed.
Chapter 48
Kyoto, Japan. 1181. Kiso Yoshinaka was under attack in his own home. He drew his katana as the pale demons surged into the courtyard, spitting fire and death from afar. Kiso's samurai met them head-on, swords flashing in the moonlight.
A barrage of death fire sizzled through the air, striking stone and armor alike. But the samurai were a blur of movement, dodging the fire with impossible speed and agility. They closed the distance in the blink of an eye, blades slicing through reinforced armor as if it were rice paper.
At the forefront, Kiso cut a swath through the enemy ranks. His katana danced in his hands, parrying rifle barrels and delivering lethal counters in one graceful motion. No shot could touch him. When a demon came at him point blank, Kiso twisted away, coat swirling as his sword whipped out to relieve the man of his head.
The samurai flowed around their master like water, coordinating their attacks with wordless precision. When three demons sought to surround a warrior, his comrades struck as one, katanas finding the joints in the foreigners' armor before they could fire a shot.
The tide turned swiftly against the overwhelmed pale demons. Their strange weapons were powerful, but no match for the samurai's blistering speed and skill. For every clumsy volley, the katanas answered with biting steel. Soon the demons were giving ground, desperate to create space.
But there was no escaping Kiso's savage onslaught. With his men at his back, they pushed the demons together, hemmed on all sides by whirling death. Kiso strode forward, eyes blazing beneath his helmet. With ruthless efficiency, the samurai cut down the remaining demons until none were left standing.
The coppery smell of blood hung thick in the air as Kiso Yoshinaka strode through the courtyard of his ravaged compound. Bodies lay strewn across the ground, blood pooling on the stones. His samurai, faces spattered crimson, moved among them ensuring none of the strange invaders still breathed.
These foreigners had come with sorcery—weapons that spat fire, armor that turned blades. But still they fell before Katana steel in the end.
Kiso halted by one corpse in odd black garb. Reaching down, he tore a golden bracelet from the man's wrist. Smooth metal links shifted under his fingers. Dark magic indeed. But now it was his. He slipped the bracelet into the pouch under his sash, then turned to his men.
"Burn them all," he commanded.
◆◆◆
Kiso had forgotten about the strange bracelet until he lay bleeding in the mud.
Blood roared in Kiso's ears as he strained against the pile of bodies crushing him down. All around, the cacophony of battle raged on. Noriyori's army had hemmed his warriors in on all sides, bogging them in the muddy earth.
Grunting, Kiso shoved the corpse atop him away. He grabbed frantically for his katana, but his hand closed instead around the forgotten golden bracelet in his pouch.
Its smooth metal links shifted under his blood-slick fingers, reminding him of that strange night long ago, when the pale demons had come for him through sorcery. He had bested them then. He would prevail today against his enemies now.
A shadow fell over Kiso. Through the haze of pain, he saw enemies approaching, blades poised to finish their fallen prey. Kiso tightened his grip on the bracelet and, in a last desperate act of defiance, threw it at them.
Just as he was about to die in the mud like some worthless peasant, a violent disturbance in the air roared to life behind Noriyori's approaching warriors.
Howling winds whipped the bloody earth, sucking his enemies right into the eye of a tornado, where they seemingly vanished. Was this a doorway into Jigoku—the realm of evil? Bodies tumbled past along with debris from the battlefield. Kiso felt himself being dragged toward a gaping maw. He clawed the sucking mud, even as the winds threatened to tear him apart. As darkness engulfed him, he started to laugh.
His life debt was to be paid—and he would gladly pay the price. His body floated unmoored, tumbling through the sky.
◆◆◆
Judith shook her head in disbelief as Commander Wolfe explained how Kiso had accidentally opened an exit doorway during the battle of Awazu. When he threw the TimeChain, it spiralled in the air, hitting the right sequence of movements for activation.
Wolfe continued his tale. "I was there when we retrieved Kiso. I was sent with the marine reinforcements to Japan as their commanding officer, you see. After we arrived at the portal to Japan, I sent one of the dropships through while I kept the rest behind to defend our position. But when the dropship returned, only the pilot was on board. He told us the entire fireteam had been terminated."
Judith couldn't help but remember Kiso's victory against the marines with grim satisfaction. He was as badass as they came. She listened eagerly as Wolfe described what happened next.
"A second later, an exit doorway opened from an anchor keyed to a deceased marine's TimeChain. You can imagine our surprise when the doorway started spewing out a mixture of soil, refuse, blood, and corpses. We detected Kiso's lifesign and pulled off an insane aerial maneuver to retrieve him."
Judith laughed. "You were sent to kill Kiso and failed, but then he ended up falling into your lap?"
Wolfe nodded. "Affirmative. We got Kiso delivered to us on a silver platter. But when we requested a kill confirmation from Aeon, we were denied. Aeon ordered us to take Kiso into custody instead of terminating him."
"Ordered you?" Judith was puzzled for a moment. "Oh right, Aeon is running the TOA now. Before Cognifyx was destroyed, Aeon was only an advisor…" Judith's mind was whirling. Would Kiso have been killed if they hadn't blown up that Cognifyx building? Something about this bothered her, but she couldn't figure out what it was.
Wolfe was frowning. "Yeah, we weren't happy about it. That tough samurai bastard and his pals took out an entire TOA marine fireteam," Wolfe growled with begrudging admiration. "I guess it's a good thing he's on our side now. Anyway, as you know, Aeon changed his threat assessment on you and Brandon as well after that. So, we had Kiso debriefed, acclimatized to this time period, taught him some English, and allowed him some freedom. Although, we confined him to this base."
Judith nodded thoughtfully. She often wondered what had happened to Kiso after she had lost him back in the 12th century. She assumed he had died and his child had continued her family bloodline. She had her answer now—he was in 2123 the whole time. "Does he know that he's my ancestor?" Judith asked.
"Yes, we told him. But I'm not sure he fully grasps the concept of time travel. He may have rationalized his experience as some sort of afterlife. Either way—he has a remarkably open mind."
"So he's a prisoner then?"
"Not anymore," Wolfe said with a grim smile. "We're releasing him into your custody."
Wolfe escorted Judith down to the garden. Even from a distance, Judith felt the aura of power and command surrounding the legendary samurai. As they drew near, Kiso turned at the sound of their crunching footsteps, returning his katana to its hilt. His eyes widened slightly at the sight of her.
Wolfe bowed and spoke in broken Japanese. "Kiso-san, may I present to you Agent Judith Dutch of the Temporal Oversight Agency."
Judith stepped forward and bowed deeply. "It is an honor to see you again, Yoshinaka-sensei," Judith said, her Japanese far more fluent than Wolfe's.
Kiso returned the bow even lower. "The honor is mine, Judith-san. I see in you now the great warrior you were destined to become." Pride swelled in his voice. "You are apprentice no longer."
Wolfe discreetly withdrew, leaving them alone beneath the cherry trees. Judith met her ancestor's piercing gaze.
"A time of great evil has come," she said. "As once you called upon my blade, I must now call upon yours. Will you follow me into battle, Kiso-san?" She held her breath. The great Kiso, serving under her command?
But Kiso smiled, warmth crinkling his eyes. "It will be my privilege to fight at your side again, Judith-san, no matter our stations." He placed both hands on her shoulders. "You have grown strong indeed. Any sage can see your spirit burns bright as ever. Lead, and I shall follow gladly."
Joy leapt in Judith's heart. With Kiso's strength supporting hers, she could face anything Zero threw at her.
Judith unbuckled the sheathed katana she always carried at her side. It was the ancestral sword of the Minamoto family that she had found and bought in an auction in 2023. This ancient blade had been passed down through generations of their family, wielded with honor by each successor. It had once belonged to the living legend now standing before her.
She held the katana out before her ancestor with both hands and bowed deeply. "Kiso-san, I return this to you. It is your sword by right."
But Kiso made no move to accept the offered weapon. He regarded Judith solemnly.
"Keep it, Judith-san. The katana has found its proper new owner."
Judith blinked in surprise. "But, it belongs with you. I cannot take what is yours."
Kiso placed one hand over hers on the scabbard.
"Listen to me. A katana's spirit grows and changes with each generation. This one served me well, as did my father's before me. Now the time has come for new hands to guide it."
He gently pushed the sword back toward Judith.
"Its destiny lies with you. You have proven yourself worthy to wield it. I can ask for no finer successor."
Kiso's steady gaze bore into Judith's own. Slowly, she nodded. The weight of tradition and honor settled on her shoulders, but she did not balk from it. She had a duty now, both to past and future.
"I swear to bear it with courage and wisdom equal to those who carried it before me," she vowed.
Kiso clasped her shoulder, pride shining in his eyes.
"I know you shall. Our family's legacy is safe in your capable hands."
Reverently, Judith returned the sheathed katana to her belt. "I know I am just one in a long line of your descendents," she said. "But I will strive to honor your legacy."
Kiso squeezed her shoulders firmly. "You already do me proud. Our enemy knows nothing of true honor and courage. We shall teach them." His hand drifted down to rest atop his katana's hilt. "My steel is yours, Judith-san. Command it as you will."
Determination rose inside Judith, chasing away all doubts. At her side stood Kiso Yoshinaka reborn, peerless samurai warrior of legend. Together, their combined force would be unstoppable.
She met his steadfast gaze and saw her own iron resolve reflected back. "Stay close to me in the coming battle, Kiso-san. With our powers joined, no evil can stand."
Kiso bowed his head. "Now and always, Judith-san."
Above them, the cherry blossoms continued to fall, swirling around the reunited warriors.
Chapter 49
While Judith and Kiso trained together, Brandon looked for Commander Wolfe. The command center buzzed with focused intensity. Officers and technicians sat at sleek terminals arrayed in rows across the expansive floor. Holographic displays painted the air above each station with streams of data and projections. The low hum of urgent voices blended with the occasional chirp of alerts.
Brandon stared at the activity around them in amazement—he was deep in the heart of TOA operations now.
Along the back wall towered a massive viewscreen displaying a real-time map of all the time portals currently open across the planet, along with annotations of temporal anomalies provided by Aeon. Smaller screens flanked it on either side, each monitoring a different era. Red symbols marked disturbances that agents had been dispatched to investigate and mitigate.
Technicians called out status updates as new warnings appeared. "Fracture detected in 22nd century North America, temporal stability down 12%." "New portal opening near Lisbon, Portugal to the year 7823 BCE." "Class-4 anachronism in 14th century France. Dispatching retrieval team."
Brandon marveled at the efficiency of an operation that, even in the midst of preparation for a major offensive, still tended to the day-to-day running of the timestream.
In the center of the organized chaos stood Commander Wolfe, hands clasped behind his back as he observed the controlled frenzy. Nothing escaped the intense gaze behind his stare. He pointed towards a minor anomaly, issuing rapid orders for how to stabilize it. His agents raced to comply. Then Wolfe turned to Brandon.
"What's the status of the strike team?" Wolfe enquired.
"Lieutenant Gabriel Cortez and Kiso Yoshinaka have joined us, so we have four members. We just need one more," Brandon replied.
"Well, who else would you like to recruit? Think outside the box and don't limit yourself to this time period. We can communicate with the TOA throughout the temporal spectrum."
Surprise flashed across Brandon's face. "How is that possible?"
Wolfe gestured Brandon over to a holo-display. "Here, I'll show you, Dutch. I forget you marines don't get to see what goes on behind the scenes at TOA operations."
"Ex-marine," Brandon mumbled as he joined him at the display. Tiny lights marking fixed points in time glimmered against the flowing blue currents.
"Our AI network interconnects TOA bases throughout history," Wolfe explained. "We can send messages forward or back along the timestream via quantum encoding."
"Incredible," Brandon exclaimed, his eyes bright at the possibilities. "Can you connect me to the TOA in 2743?"
"Absolutely," Wolfe said. He manipulated the display until it focused on the year 2743. A single light pulsed slowly.
"There's always a base monitoring in case of emergency. I'm unlocking the channel." Wolfe input an access code, then nodded to Brandon. "Record your message. The TOA will receive it in 2743."
Brandon steadied himself. This was no time for hesitation. He faced the terminal.
"Aurora, this is Brandon Dutch from 2123. We need your help. Zero is about to illegally alter history with repercussions I am sure you are well aware of. Send reinforcements to these coordinates."
He uploaded the data, then took a deep breath. "Aurora helped me once—maybe she will again. Without her help, I'd probably be dead right now."
Wolfe clasped Brandon's shoulder. "It's done. The message will be passed down until it reaches Aurora. I hope you know what you're doing, Brandon. The androids from that time period are a cryptic bunch."
An alarm blared through the command center, a shrill warning. "Unscheduled temporal portal opening outside the base!" a technician called out.
Wolfe whipped around, shock written across his face. "That was fast."
He strode for the exit, Brandon on his heels. They burst into the tranquil Japanese garden, the shriek of the alarm echoing behind them. Wolfe scanned the clearing, eyes narrowed. Judith and Kiso were standing there with swords in hand—their training rudely interrupted by the blaring noise.
There—a shimmer in the air, like a heat mirage. A portal swirled open, invisible to the naked eye, but evident in the gales that blasted outward, scattering cherry blossoms in violent eddies.
A speck appeared in its center, rapidly growing larger. Brandon's jaw dropped as Aurora emerged riding a sleek disc descending straight towards them.
The android was as pristine and gorgeous as ever in her form-fitting bodysuit that clung to her body, accentuating curves that seemed sculpted by the gods. Her cascade of fiery red hair, shimmering like molten copper, flowed behind her in the gusts swirling with pink petals. Her icy blue eyes held a knowing glint.
"Is that...?" Judith gasped.
Wolfe nodded, his expression grim. "Yes. Aurora herself. In the 2700s, the TOA have the capability to open a time portal to any time and place of their choosing, though they seldom interfere in the timestream. They're a lot farther along than we are."
Aurora halted the disc as the portal shrank away, hovering ten feet over the garden path. In eerie silence she calmly surveyed them, blue eyes glowing softly.
"Brandon," she finally addressed them, voice melodic yet neutral. "I received your message asking for reinforcements. I am here to assist—personally."
Judith stared at Brandon with eyes like daggers. "You called that bitch?"
Brandon winced, his voice tight. "Judith, she's not... She's here to help us. We need her. Now more than ever."
"Help us?" Judith scoffed, anger burning in her eyes. "Or help you? You two fucked, didn't you?" Even though it was just a dream she'd had so long ago, the image of Aurora riding Brandon was burned into her mind.
Aurora, unperturbed, observed the tense exchange. "I assure you, my purpose here is singular. The impending threat necessitates my intervention."
"I wasn't talking to you, bitch." Judith spat.
Brandon sighed, frustration evident in his voice. "Judith, please. Nothing happened between me and Aurora. We have a battle to fight, and we need every advantage we can get."
"I don't trust her," Judith retorted, her voice rising.
"Well, then trust me—please," Brandon implored, his voice low and intense.
Judith hesitated, her anger slowly subsiding. She knew he was right. Aurora's strengths would undoubtedly increase their chances of killing Zero. And she knew that her husband would never touch that glorified sex doll. But the doubt over what had really happened in 2743 lingered, a persistent thorn in her side.
With a heavy sigh, she relented. "Fine. But I'm keeping an eye on her."
Commander Wolfe cleared his throat. "Thank you for coming in person, Aurora—an unexpected honor."
"There is no need to thank me. I protect the integrity of history. All eras are under my stewardship." Her stare gave Judith a small chill.
Aurora raised one hand, making a slight twisting gesture. The disc began its descent, drifting down until it kissed the stones with a gentle bump.
She stepped lightly off the platform, surveying the swirling cherry blossoms.
"A lovely garden," she remarked. "Although we have no need for superfluous natural environments in our time, I can still appreciate its aesthetics." Her eyes lingered on Judith and Brandon. "I sense much discord in this era. Dangerously so. We must stop Zero's attack to restore balance to the timeline."
She turned her focus to Wolfe. "Take me inside. We have much to discuss."
Without waiting for a response, she strode towards the base. They had no choice but to hurry after her.
◆◆◆
The time came at last for the final strike team briefing—they planned to launch tomorrow. Commander Wolfe had made it clear to Aurora that Judith was leading the strike team. She had reluctantly acquiesced.
The sleek metal door slid open and Judith strode into the secure briefing room, the rest of the strike team filing in behind her. She took her place at the head of the table, standing tall and exuding a calm authority.
"Let's get started," she said, her voice steady and commanding. "We have an important mission ahead, and not much time, so I'll keep the introductions brief."
"My husband, Brandon Dutch, you all know," Judith gestured toward Brandon on her right and he gave a small wave.
She gestured to the rugged man on her left. "And this is Lieutenant Gabriel Cortez, one of our top marines." Cortez gave a curt nod, his face set in grim determination. Judith knew that Cortez and Brandon had not only trained together, but had a history—both a real one and an alternative one. Cortez was a fierce fighter, and utterly loyal.
Her eyes moved next to the compact Japanese man seated across from Cortez. "Kiso Yoshinaka, master samurai warrior." Kiso bowed his head respectfully. "Centuries ago, Kiso trained me with the katana during my time in medieval Japan. There are few better with a blade." Judith beamed as she gazed at her old master.
Lastly, her smile vanishing, Judith indicated the striking woman at the other end of the table, sleek and elegant in white. "And Aurora, a TOA android assisting us from the 28th century." The beautiful android gave a faint smile, her azure eyes taking everything in.
"Our mission is clear," Judith continued, steel in her voice. "We must infiltrate Zero's island stronghold under cover of night. Captain Michelle Lee will lead a frontal assault onshore, engaging their forces directly."
She tapped the tablescreen, bringing up a holographic layout of the island. "While the frontal assault distracts Zero's forces, we will breach the central complex via a teleportation portal from Costa Rica." Her eyes narrowed. "Then we take out Zero. We have authorization to kill on sight."
The team listened intently as Judith went over the Costa Rican entry point and contingencies. When she finished, she met each of their gazes in turn.
"I know the stakes are high, but I have faith in each of you. Stay sharp, work together, and we'll succeed." She placed her palms flat on the table. "Let's go change history."
As the team members headed for the armory, Kiso fell into step beside Gabriel Cortez, scrutinizing the marine.
"You carry yourself like a true warrior," Kiso remarked in Japanese-accented English. "I am honored to fight alongside you."
Cortez grinned. "Yeah, you too, man. That katana of yours looks badass."
Kiso nodded approvingly. As they walked, his gaze drifted to Aurora up ahead, confusion creasing his brow.
"Forgive me, but what manner of soldier is the pale woman? I do not understand her… nature."
Cortez chuckled. "Oh, she's an android. Basically a robot human." At Kiso's baffled look, he clapped the samurai's shoulder. "Don't worry about it. She's on our side."
The team entered the armory, where they were issued standard marine combat suits with integrated medical nanobots. They also had their pick of an array of pulse rifles.
Cortez made his way over to Aurora. "I can tell you know how to handle yourself," he said, giving her a roguish wink. "Maybe you can show me some of your moves in the training room. Strictly professional, of course."
Aurora regarded him coyly, casually snatching up a pulse rifle in each hand as if they weighed nothing. She looked Cortez up and down, a playful glint in her eyes. "Why not? Perhaps a little diversion might be quite enjoyable." Cortez looked taken aback as she brushed closely past him.
"Keep your mind on the mission, Cortez!" Brandon laughed from across the room.
Aurora then approached Judith, her expression solemn. "I am concerned about Kiso's presence here. As he is your ancestor, his demise could mean yours as well."
Judith glanced over at Kiso, who was examining a pulse rifle with fascination. "Don't worry about Kiso."
"We may need to return Kiso to the past, or your family line may be severely compromised," Aurora warned. "We must ensure he breeds."
Judith sighed. "Oh, you love talking about breeding don't you—ironic since you breed us right out of existence."
Aurora remained silent, refusing to take the bait.
Judith shook her head. She was better than this. "Look, I'm sorry for snapping at you—it wasn't professional. And… we're on the same team now."
Aurora gave a slight nod. "Apology accepted."
Judith gave a tight-lipped smile. "Thanks for asking about Kiso, but my family line will continue on just fine with—or without—him. His wife was pregnant before the battle of Awazu."
"Thank you for confirming that detail, " Aurora said, retreating. Judith narrowed her eyes as Aurora sauntered away.
She couldn't be distracted by Aurora's bullshit. She had to focus on taking out Zero. The strike team was ready and it was her job to lead them to victory, with Brandon at her side. Tomorrow, at dawn, they would fly through the Yukon portal, then onto Costa Rica. The fate of three million souls now rested in their hands.
Chapter 50
Yukon, Canada, 2023. The strike team's sleek black stealth plane sliced through the morning sky, cloaking panels activated. They had split off from the main TOA force, who were headed east for the Greenland sea. Their destination, however, was down south to Costa Rica. Inside the spacious cabin, the strike team checked weapons and gear, stealing glances out the windows at the rising sun. An undercurrent of tense excitement charged the air.
"Two hours down, six to go," Gabriel Cortez muttered, adjusting the Nanotech grenades on his tactical vest. His jaw was tight, his dark eyes flickering between the team members.
Beside him, Kiso Yoshinaka sat cross-legged, eyes closed in meditation. The samurai's chest rose and fell steadily, the very picture of tranquility. Cortez shook his head in bemusement.
"I don't know how you stay so damn calm man," he said.
Kiso's eyes opened, regarding Cortez levelly. "A warrior must find inner peace before battle. It centers the spirit." He closed his eyes again and continued his breathing exercises.
"Well, my spirit needs a spirit," Cortez grumbled. He fished a flask from his pack and took a swig, then held it out to Aurora.
Aurora cocked her head. "I have no need for liquid refreshment."
Cortez barked out a hearty laugh. "Go on, live a little. This stuff will grease your engine and lube your joints."
Aurora plucked the flask neatly from his fingers and tossed it away. "Your particular engine grease will only dull your reflexes," she admonished. Her blue eyes flashed in the dim cabin lighting.
Cortez rolled his eyes good-naturedly and sat back, adjusting the pulse rifle across his knees. His gaze drifted to Brandon, who was piloting the plane with Judith in the co-pilot seat, her face limned in the glow of the instrument panel. Brandon seemed locked in silent focus, reviewing tactical data on a screen.
"Think we can really pull this off?" Brandon asked Judith. "Ambushing Zero on his own turf?"
Judith didn't look up, her expression grimly determined. "I don't know. Either Zero dies tonight, or we do."
A heavy silence settled over the cabin. Each member of the team knew the stakes if their desperate gambit failed.
"Personally, I prefer plan A," Cortez said, attempting to lighten the mood. "Does anyone know how to play poker?"
"I will play this poker game," Kiso declared, opening his eyes. "Though I do not know the rules."
"Don't worry, I'll teach you, samurai," Cortez chuckled and began dealing cards on the floor to pass the time. "But you'll need credits to play."
"Credits?" Kiso looked befuddled.
"Credits—money, moolah. Damn, they don't let you out much, do they?" Cortez exclaimed. "We'll have to rectify that when the mission is done. There's an outstanding gentleman's club I'd like to take you to close to base."
Kiso bowed. "Arigatō, Gabriel-san. I look forward to meeting your distinguished gentlemen friends."
Static crackled over the plane's radio as Captain Michelle Lee's voice interrupted their banter.
"Strike team, this is Raptor One. We're approaching Zero's island."
In the co-pilot seat, Judith Dutch grabbed the radio. "Copy that, Raptor One. We're enroute to Costa Rica and ready to rock."
"Roger that, strike team," Lee replied. "We'll get the party started. Raptor Squadron is locked, loaded, and ready to rain hell on these bastards."
Whoops and hollers sounded from the fighter pilots in her squadron, eager for battle. Judith couldn't help a fierce grin of her own.
"Appreciate the distraction, Raptor One," Judith said. "We'll slip in quiet as ghosts once the fireworks start."
"Solid copy." Lee's voice took on a solemn edge. "Godspeed, strike team. See you on the other side. Raptor One out."
The radio clicked off, and Judith set it down, her adrenaline spiking. This was it. No going back now.
The team spent the rest of the flight burning off their nervous energy, playing cards and joking around. Quiet descended over the strike team as they drew nearer to Central America under the cover of night.
She swiveled to face her strike team, her gaze resting on each member in turn. Brandon offered a cocky thumbs up, while Cortez slammed an energy battery into his pulse rifle with lethal purpose. Kiso bowed his head solemnly, hand resting on his katana hilt. Aurora gave a single, curt nod, her eyes burning with intensity.
"Alright, this is it," Judith said. "We drop in thirty. Stay sharp and stick to the plan. I know I can count on every one of you when the plasma bolts start flying." She hesitated, emotion creeping into her voice. "And thank you for stepping up to save millions of lives, even though they'll never know it."
◆◆◆
Warning klaxons blared inside the Raptor squadron cockpits as the tactical display lit up with a swarm of fast-approaching missiles.
"Evasive maneuvers!" Captain Lee barked into her radio. "Delta formation, now!"
The sleek TOA fighters banked and scattered in practiced unison moments before a hail of missiles streaked through their previous position. Lee yanked the stick hard to port, gritting her teeth as a pair of warheads shot past.
"Raptor squad, get clear and regroup," Lee ordered. "Cobras, you're up!"
The ungainly dropships of Cobra battalion regrouped into attack formation and bored straight towards the source of the missiles along the craggy island coastline. Purple contrails lanced up from the snowbanks to meet them.
Lee sent her fighter jets streaking out to sea, weaving through the barrage. She watched with satisfaction as the dropships absorbed the missile fire with their heavy armor, still boring forward. Their payload doors yawned open.
"Cobras deploying ground forces," reported the dropship commander. Moments later the first combat pods began dropping, each loaded with eight power-armored marines.
As the pods impacted the island, thrusters fired to slow their descent. Lee knew the marines inside would be rattled but mission-ready, weapons hot.
As soon as her squadron was clear, Lee banked back hard towards shore. "Raptor One switching to ground assault mode," she reported, hitting the transforms sequence.
The Raptor bucked and contorted, armor plates shifting to reconfigure the jet into a bipedal mech form. Lee landed the mech at a run, raising its Railgun arms towards the base entrance in the middle of the island. A stream of Phoenix Collective troops were scrambling out, pulse rifles firing.
"Fuck me, Zero has a whole army deployed here, not just a few drunk guards," Captain Michelle Lee shouted.
Over comms, Lee heard the chatter and yells of the marines engaging throughout the island. The sharp crack of railguns answered the electronic whine of Phoenix Collective pulse rifles. Nanotech grenade concussions boomed, flashing through the night like lightning and dismantling weaponry down to their atomic constituents.
Letting loose with the Raptor's railguns, Lee strode towards the base, spraying suppressing fire. "Raptor One to all ground forces. Push forward and penetrate their defenses! We need to take out those missile batteries."
With fire support from the Raptors and Cobras, the marines advanced slowly through the withering Phoenix Collective fire. Lee focused on protecting her men, striding heedlessly into the fray even as rail bolts and plasma scorched her mech armor.
Captain Lee surveyed the battlefield from her Raptor mech's cockpit. The Phoenix Collective had unleashed a horde of defense drones, turning the area around the base entrance into a killzone. Her marines were pinned down, unable to advance under the barrage.
"Raptors Seven and Eight. I need sniper support on the eastern ridge, now!" Lee barked into comms. "Focus fire on those drones."
A pair of Raptor mechs broke from the main force, jetpacks flaring as they ascended above the fray. They landed atop a ridge to the east of the entrance and settled into firing positions, rail sniper rifles unlimbering. A heartbeat later, bright lances of hypersonic rounds began picking off drones in rapid succession.
The main force began regaining momentum under the cover of the snipers. Lee continued calling out targets, coordinating the push forward.
"Raptor One to Cobra team, we're advancing towards the missile bay. What's your status?"
"Raptor One, we're pinned down," the Cobra commander responded. "Lots of resistance. You need to disable the anti-air missile batteries so we can get air support."
"Roger that. I'm sending scouts ahead to target the bay doors for airstrikes." Lee switched channels. "Raptor scouts, we need laser designation on the missile bay doors, east side."
"Copy that, marking targets now." The scout team moved ahead, using the scant cover of snow-topped boulders to avoid Phoenix Collective squadrons. Finding a vantage point, they lasered the broad metal doors, painting them for an airstrike.
Lee watched the radar as Raptor squadron came screaming back in, dropping cluster bomb payloads squarely on the marked doors. Secondary explosions rippled through the underground missile bay.
"Direct hit, doors neutralized," reported the scouts.
"Nice work, Raptors," Lee said. "All teams, press forward. We need to buy as much time as we can for the strike team!"
With the drones disrupted and missile threat suppressed, the marines pushed ahead in force. Lee strode alongside, railguns thundering, kicking up a cloud of snow in her wake. The Phoenix Collective was reeling, but the battle was far from won. The strike team still had to take out Zero himself. And who knew what nightmares lurked deep in his island lair…
Chapter 51
Night fell on the Costa Rican coast, and the jungle slept. A lone stealth plane approached, running dark and silent. In its hold, Judith Dutch and her handpicked strike team made final checks on weapons and gear.
"Thirty seconds to drop zone," the pilot's voice crackled over the comms.
Judith met each team member's gaze in turn, her voice a low, steady murmur in the dimly lit hold. "Remember, we hit the dirt road hard and fast. No engagement unless absolutely necessary. Our objective is to reach Zero's house undetected."
A jolt ran through the aircraft as the back ramp lowered, the humid night air flooding in. Below, the dirt road snaked along the coastline, barely visible in the darkness. The rhythmic crashing of waves against the rocky shore was the only sound they heard.
"Go!" Judith shouted, leaping into the void.
One by one, the others followed, their silhouettes disappearing into the darkness. The wind tore at them as they plummeted toward the earth. After what felt like an eternity, they deployed their chutes in unison, the nylon canopies snapping open with a reassuring whoosh.
They landed silently on the dirt road, quickly gathering their gear and melting into the shadows cast by the dense jungle foliage. Judith, her night vision goggles casting an eerie green glow, led the way toward their objective: an aging, two-story house nestled amidst swaying palm trees. A faint light emanated from a window on the ground floor, the only sign of life.
"There's probably a guard holed up in there," Brandon whispered, his voice tight with tension.
"We need to move fast," Judith said. "Our target is the garage—that's where the teleportation platform is."
They approached the house cautiously, their boots crunching on the gravel driveway. Cortez, using his thermal imaging scope, scanned the perimeter. "No heat signatures outside," he reported. "But there's definitely movement inside."
Judith nodded. "Kiso, Aurora, you two take the back and see if you can get the garage door open. Brandon and I will take care of whoever's inside—we can't let anybody tip Zero off that we're on our way. Cortez, stay on comms and monitor the situation."
With silent precision, the team fanned out, their movements fluid and ghostlike in the darkness. Judith tested the doorknob. It turned easily.
"Too easy," Brandon muttered.
Judith pushed the door open slowly, her heart pounding in her chest. They slipped inside, pulse rifles at the ready. Three armed men, dressed in beachwear and sporting Phoenix Collective tattoos on their necks, were gathered around a table littered with empty bottles and cigarette butts. They hadn't noticed the intrusion.
Judith and Brandon exchanged a quick glance. In a heartbeat, they sprang into action. Two sharp cracks split the silence as Brandon's pulse rifle spat lethal bursts, taking down two of the guards before they could react. The third guard scrambled for his weapon, but Judith was faster. She lunged, her katana flashing in the dim light, silencing him with a swift, deadly stroke.
"Clear!" Judith whispered, her voice tight with adrenaline.
Through their comms, Cortez's voice crackled. "Garage door is open. You're good to go."
Judith and Brandon stepped over the bodies and out the back door, joining the rest of the team in the garage.
Unlike most garages, this one was completely bare. But in the center of the garage floor was a metal rectangular plate emitting a purple glow.
"That must be the teleportation pad!" Judith pulled out the access fob they had obtained from Zero's masseuse.
"Hey, be careful with that thing—I worked hard to get it," Cortez said.
"You worked hard, or you were hard?" Brandon quipped with a grin.
Cortez stuck out his middle finger. "Fuck you, Dutch," he said, returning his grin. "Sofia told me she had one of the best nights of her life. Pleasing a woman on that level takes work, right Aurora?"
Aurora shot Cortez a cold glare in response. Kiso looked back and forth between Cortez and Brandon with a frown.
"Boys, boys, shut the fuck up please—we have a job to do," Judith cut in. "Everybody stand on the platform and I'll go last with the fob."
The team did as Judith asked, their expressions a mixture of apprehension and determination as they gingerly stepped onto the plate. As soon as Judith was in place, the platform hummed to life. A blinding flash of white light engulfed them, and the world dissolved into a dizzying swirl of colors and sensations.
When their vision cleared, they found themselves in a completely different environment.
They were still standing on a metal plate, but it was now beside some massage tables in a rocky grotto, the air thick with humidity and the sound of rushing water. Dim lights cast an eerie glow on the slick, wet surfaces surrounding them.
"Where the hell are we?" Cortez whispered.
"I don't know," Brandon said, looking around in bewilderment. "I guess this is where Gabriel's girlfriend works?"
"Her name's Sofia," Cortez muttered, nudging Brandon with his shoulder.
Judith whistled appreciatively. "Will you look at that," she said, pointing at a circular pool with an artificial beach nestled amid the rocky expanse. A waterfall thundered down one side, emerging from a gap that ascended through multiple floors overhead.
"Zero's been living in style," Brandon said in awe.
Kiso blinked in disbelief. "I do not understand how this waterfall is possible. Are we not inside?"
"Yep, we sure are, buddy. Evil villains love their extravagances," Cortez replied.
"Fan out. Eyes open for surveillance." Judith took point as they moved into the cavern.
Cortez scanned the area, pulse rifle ready. "This whole place feels like a ghost town."
Judith frowned. "Zero must have pulled forces to deal with the main attack. But stay sharp. He probably has plenty of nasty surprises left."
The team fanned out through the grotto, looking for a route farther into the base. "Over here," Judith said as she spotted an open stairwell beside an elevator.
"I don't like this," Brandon muttered. "Where is everyone?"
"Relax, husband. They're probably all crying in a corner after Michelle's ass whooping," Judith said. Still, her grip on the pulse rifle remained tight. "Kiso, take point with me up front. Brandon and Aurora next. Cortez—you take the rear."
Kiso nodded, "Hai Judith-San."
"Yes, ma'am." Cortez said in a chipper tone.
They ascended through the heart of Zero's lair. Their boots rang on the metal steps in the otherwise oppressive silence.
Trying to lighten the mood, Cortez turned to Aurora. "So, quick question. Do androids still date, or is that more of a human thing?"
Aurora's eyes glittered with mirth. "Oh, we date. But only androids with compatible operating systems."
"Ha, you're funny. So, would you say that compatible androids have an electrical connection?" Cortez chuckled, his laughter echoing up the stairwell.
He gasped as two massive swords burst from his chest in a spray of crimson, slicing right through his combat armor. They withdrew with a sickening slick, and Cortez collapsed forward.
Standing behind him was a hulking soldier in Phoenix Collective armor, his arms ending in long, serrated blades. Blood dripped from the tips as the soldier grinned.
"Ambush!" Brandon roared, spinning around and lifting his rifle. More soldiers poured from the stairs below, weapons blazing. They flowed around the sword-armed monstrosity like water as he stood his ground.
Judith dove for cover behind a storage crate, yanking Kiso with her. "Cortez is down! They were waiting for us!"
The flood of soldiers stampeded past them, pushing Brandon and Aurora further up the stairwell and out of sight. The stairwell above exploded with blistering crossfire as Brandon and Aurora returned fire. But the ambush had caught them off guard, and their stealth mission had suddenly turned into a desperate fight for survival.
Brandon and Aurora took up positions at a corner, returning fire in controlled bursts. The crackling blasts echoed painfully in the concrete confines.
"We're pinned down!" Brandon yelled over the din.
The monstrous soldier stepped over Gabriel's lifeless body and slowly stomped his way up the stairs. "Come out and play little mice," he rasped in a gravelly voice.
"Shit." Judith wanted more than anything to rush up the stairs and help her husband. But she had no choice but to face this brute or he would slice them all up into little pieces.
There was a blinding flash and suddenly Judith's pulse rifle started to burn her hands. She tossed it aside as it turned to slag. Nanotech grenade. The monstrous soldier started to laugh.
Drawing her katana, she motioned to Kiso and they both sprang out from behind the crate together.
Steel rang against steel as Judith and Kiso engaged the blade-armed soldier in a vicious sword fight. He slashed and stabbed with ruthless efficiency, the razored edges of his arms glinting under the dim lights.
Judith parried each blow, the impacts jarring her arms. Beside her, Kiso ducked and wove, looking for an opening.
The stairwell was claustrophobic, the tight space restricting their movements as Judith and Kiso battled the blade-armed soldier. Each whirling attack from the man's razored limbs rang sharply off the concrete walls, the reverberations battering their ears.
Judith parried and dodged, unable to find space for a proper counter strike. Her muscles burned as she desperately blocked another flurry of blows. Slowly, they were being forced up the stairs.
They needed more room.
Spying a door on the next stairwell platform, Judith called to Kiso. "In there, now!"
Kiso disengaged and bolted for the door, Judith sprinting after him. The soldier was right behind them.
They burst into an expansive dining hall. The roar of the waterfall thundered to their right. But the two samurai had no time to admire the view. The mutant soldier pressed his attack, driving them back between the neat rows of tables and chairs occupying the majority of the floor.
His sword-arms sliced through the furniture, sending splinters flying. Judith batted aside a hurtling chair leg as she sidestepped a vicious stab. The long blades gouged into the floor where she had stood a heartbeat before.
The soldier kept up his whirling attacks, the sword-arms spinning in blurs of death.
But with room to maneuver, Kiso went on the offensive. His sword danced in wide, elegant arcs, forcing the soldier back a few steps. Judith struck from the other side, and the monster struggled to fend off both their strikes.
The soldier's movements grew desperate—fast but sloppy. Spying an opening, Kiso ducked low as Judith spun away from a wild swing. In the same motion, Kiso slashed at the soldier's thigh, drawing blood from a long gash.
The soldier bellowed and bull rushed Kiso, slamming him back. Kiso hit the wall hard, losing his sword.
With a shout, Judith launched into a blistering counterattack. Her blade wove and cut, forcing the soldier back. Sparks flew as metal grated on metal. Sweat stung Judith's eyes.
She had to end this, fast.
With a final burst of speed, she spun low and slashed upwards. Her samurai sword sheared through flesh and bone and stuck into the soldier's thigh. She tried to yank her katana free, but it was lodged solidly in the soldier's bone. Then a cold chill spread through Judith as the soldier drew in a deep breath and started to laugh.
Chapter 52
Judith braced a foot on the soldier's massive chest and pulled hard, trying to wrench the blade free. It held fast. The monster started to laugh harder. He raised one of his sword arms and swatted Judith's katana onto the floor. Then he kicked it hard. The sword skittered over the stone floor and fell into the roaring waterfall, swept away.
"Foolish little girl," he rasped. "Fortunately for you, Zero wants you alive." He pointed his sword arm at Kiso. "But not you. Today, your blood will spill." Then he viciously elbowed Judith to the ground. She hit the stone hard, empty hands scrabbling uselessly for anything she could use as a weapon.
He swept his blade arm around in a savage arc toward Kiso, the razor tip slicing through his armor. Kiso's katana flashed as he desperately tried to shield himself, blood flowing down his arm as his combat suit's medical nanobots scrambled to heal the wound. But the soldier's powerful strikes kept forcing the samurai back.
Judith rolled behind an upturned table as the dining hall rang with the clash of steel. She spied a broken chair leg and snatched it up. A poor substitute for her katana, but it was better than nothing.
As Kiso battled furiously, Judith circled behind the biotech soldier. She had one chance to end this. Gripping the makeshift club with slick hands, she charged.
The soldier spun at the last second, blade streaking. Judith ducked desperately, feeling the wind of its passage. Coming up inside his guard, she smashed the chair leg into his elbow.
Bone crunched and his arm spasmed. Howling in rage, the soldier swung his other sword arm, chopping the chair leg into splinters. He then backhanded Judith with the flat part of his blade, sending her flying into the rocky cliff beside the falls.
Judith struggled to rise, breath ragged. Her face burned, the pain feeding her anger. Brute force wouldn't work here. She decided to try another tactic.
"Hey, asshole!" she shouted. "How do you pee with no hands? Or did Zero's mad scientists cut your dick off as well as your arms?"
The soldier leered at her with an ugly sneer. He wasn't laughing now.
"That's it, isn't it? The incredible sword-armed Eunuch man—Zero's fucking freak on a leash. That's all you are."
The soldier started to growl, his face growing red.
While the soldier was distracted, Kiso struck from behind, his sword plunging deep into the soldier's back. The man arched in agony, but—incredibly—he didn't fall. Instead, the monstrous soldier rolled his shoulders as if he was warming up at the gym.
Kiso yanked his katana out of the soldier's back, a look of panic in his eyes as the soldier casually turned around and grinned maniacally, raising his sword arms to attack once more.
Fueled by anger, the soldier was relentless. Kiso's katana whistled as he desperately parried each vicious blow. But the soldier's strength and speed seemed superhuman. With a single, powerful swing, the soldier struck Kiso's sword, sending sparks flying. With a sickening crack, the sword split in two, the halves clattering to the stone floor.
Kiso's heart sank as he stared at the broken pieces of his weapon. He was defenseless. The soldier grinned, his eyes gleaming with sadistic pleasure.
Kiso's muscles burned as he ducked under a swipe meant to decapitate him, ending up beside Judith, who was still standing next to the rocky cliff beside the falls. They both slipped on the debris-strewn floor as they tried to scramble away.
"Get behind me Judith-san, quickly," Kiso shouted in Japanese.
Step by step, the super soldier pressed them back, until the roaring falls loomed at their backs. They were cornered, with nowhere left to run.
Judith clenched her fists. They couldn't be defeated here, not when they were so close to stopping Zero.
The soldier grinned, savoring their desperation. He was in no hurry now. He liked to toy with his prey before slicing them apart, piece by little piece.
Kiso turned to Judith, determination etched on his face. In rapid Japanese, he spoke to her.
"I was given a second chance at life. Now it is my honor to give you that same chance." He slipped a small blade from his sash. Judith recognized the wakizashi short sword used for seppuku, ritual death by one's own hand.
"Kiso, no!" Judith cried.
But Kiso did not use the sword on himself. Instead, he plunged the wakizashi into the soldier's left eye. Blood erupted from the monster's eye socket and he howled in pain.
Then, before Judith could react, Kiso shoved her with all his strength.
Judith sailed back, arms flailing as she plunged into the waterfall's warm, frothy torrent. As she fell, she glimpsed a nightmare image: Kiso, impaled through the heart on the soldier's blades, blood pooling beneath him.
"No!" The raw cry was torn from Judith's lips.
But the falls' fury snatched her away, sending her tumbling helplessly into the churning abyss. Kiso's noble sacrifice, his final gift to her, disappeared into the mists above.
Judith screamed, the sound lost in the water's roar. Then the falls took her, plunging her into darkness until she hit a solid wall of water at the bottom and torpedoed into its depths.
Brushing the bottom, her hand grazed the steel of her katana. She grabbed it and kicked upwards.
Swimming hard, Judith broke the surface with a gasp, flailing in the dark water. She recognized where she was immediately—back at the lowest level of Zero's base, in the grotto with the pool. She swam to the side. Her feet found purchase and she stumbled onto the artificial beach, collapsing to her knees.
Judith lay facedown on the sand, the gritty texture barely registering through the haze of grief. Kiso was gone. The sacrifice of her mentor, her teacher, hit her like a physical blow. Grief threatened to overwhelm her. Her lungs heaved, gasping and desperate.
Kiso was like a second father to her. Never again would she see that approving smile or hear the gentle wisdom of his counsel. The full weight of his loss threatened to crush her.
She should move, get up. But the will had drained from her limbs. What was the point now? Judith closed her eyes, weariness seeping into her bones. Alone in the viper's nest. Cortez and Kiso dead. Brandon and Aurora ambushed.
"You knew this would happen," a voice inside chided her. "You can't do this. Not alone." She curled into a ball on the sand, willing it to swallow her whole.
The crackle of her radio jolted Judith back to the present. She had no time to mourn.
"To all remaining TOA forces, this is Captain Lee. We've taken major casualties, resistance is too strong. All forces retreat, I repeat, retreat!"
The Captain's voice was tight with pain and defeat. The assault had failed—she had failed. There were far too many soldiers to take on by herself. She would all too easily be overwhelmed and captured. She should activate the teleportation fob and get out of here, rendezvous with the retreating forces. That would be the smart play.
Then Judith remembered something important—that bladed freak had said that Zero didn't want her harmed. And presumably not just her—Brandon too. Zero would erase himself from existence if he killed his own ancestors. A flicker of hope ignited within her. That immunity gave them a real chance.
"You must fight, Onna-musha," Kiso's voice seemed to whisper in her mind. His last lesson. For her. Yes. Kiso had gifted her all the skills and strength she needed. She will honor him by using them to finish the mission.
Jaw set, Judith opened eyes that glittered like white fire. It was time to finish this. For Kiso. For Cortez. For all those lost today. She would see it through.
Grief still clutched her heart. But beneath it, resolve began to rekindle. With a deep breath, she rose on unsteady legs, brushing the sand from her clothes and sheathing her katana.
She gazed at the rocky cavern wall. The waterfall cascaded down its face, an impassable barrier.
But not for her.
Striding to the waterfall, she pushed through, gasping as the torrent cascaded down on her. Behind the waterfall, Judith found what she was hoping for—a rocky wall, going all the way up through several levels.
Reaching up, she grabbed the rock.
"This one's for you, Kiso," she whispered. With a grunt, she began to climb.
The water pounded down behind her as she scaled the sheer surface, the constant spray soaking her completely. Vision blurred, limbs burning with exertion, Judith climbed on. She was a machine, moving steadily upward.
On and on she climbed, until her hands were raw. At last, gasping, she crested the top. Rolling onto solid ground, she lay still, breathing hard. She'd made it. But the true test still lay ahead.
She stood up and took in her surroundings. She was in a deserted machine room of some kind, silent save for the thrum of generators. Judith's boots echoed off metal floors as she crossed to the stairwell door. There was nobody around—again. Unease coiled in her gut.
Taking the steps quickly, Judith ascended. The silence pressed down, broken only by the rasp of her own breath. She glanced down the stairs constantly, expecting another ambush from Zero's forces at any moment.
Reaching the topmost floor, she paused and peered around. Down a passageway across from the elevator, a large, ornate wooden door stood out from the utilitarian parts of the base. The door stood ajar. Forcing down her nerves, Judith stepped lightly down the hallway and stepped through the door, drawing her katana.
She was in a cavernous office carved out of the raw stone but decorated in a sleek minimalist style that spoke of prestige. Wealth and privilege shone from every surface. Shelves of ancient manuscripts lined one wall. Holographic artwork shifted through various landscapes, bathing the room in soft light.
An entire wall of windows looked out over the battle raging on the island, all the way to the sea. Nanotech explosions lit up the night sky. With a sinking heart, Judith saw Raptor squadron fighter jets turned to slag and plummeting out of the sky. What little TOA ground forces that remained were retreating.
Then Judith's eyes landed on the broad desk of polished obsidian. Zero sat in a plush chair behind it, smiling.
Chapter 53
Judith's katana glinted in the low light as she advanced on Zero. He raised his hands pleadingly, that infuriating smile still plastered on his face. "Now Judith, you know I don't want to harm you."
Judith continued to advance, reaching Zero's desk and pressing her blade against his neck. "That won't stop me from killing you," she said, voice like ice. That wiped the smile off Zero's face.
Zero's gaze darted to the desk. He snatched up a framed holo photo, holding it before him like a shield.
"Wait. Look at this photo before you do anything rash."
It showed a young boy flanked by two smiling adults. Her heart skipped a beat. The two were older versions of herself and Brandon.
Zero searched her face intently. "This is a photo of me and my parents."
Judith's katana wavered. What game was this?
Zero pressed the advantage. "Search your feelings, Mother. You know it's true. Would you kill your own son?"
Mother. The word cracked Judith's icy resolve. Eyes burning, she studied the boy's features. A face both foreign yet achingly familiar.
Her son. How? When? Nothing made sense anymore.
Recovering from her initial shock, Judith fought to stay in control. "How dare you. This is some kind of twisted trick," Judith spat. She shook her head sharply. "You are not my son." She once again pressed the naked blade of her katana to Zero's neck—harder this time. Beads of red sprang forth where cold Japanese steel met flesh.
Zero's eyes widened and a sheen of sweat shone on his bald head.
"Easy, easy. I'm just going to put this down," Zero said with a steady voice.
Zero gently put down the holo photo and activated the spatial computer built into his desk with a tap. A whirl of holographic images began to float and shift above the desk.
"What are you doing? Don't fucking move again if you want to keep your head!" Judith shouted.
"Hold on. If you don't believe me, perhaps you'll listen to somebody you can trust," Zero said in a hoarse whisper. "I suggest you listen carefully."
Judith tensed as the holograms flickered, coalescing into a face.
Her face. Weathered by time, but unmistakably her own. Judith froze, releasing the pressure on Zero's neck a little. He swallowed nervously.
The hologram smiled sadly. "Judith, if you're watching this, then know that I was once standing where you are now. I know exactly how you're feeling. I also know what happens next. You let him go. You let Zero fulfill his mission."
Judith shook her head in disbelief. The older Judith continued.
"Let me tell you about your future. You and Brandon return to 2123. Stay on with the TOA, make your farmhouse a permanent home. You will give birth to a beautiful baby boy," the holographic Judith said, a wistful smile crossing her aged face. "Ten tiny toes and ten tiny fingers. A button nose and rosebud lips. Tufts of downy hair. He will be the most precious child, so wanted and adored. You name him Luke."
The hologram's gaze took on a faraway look. "You and Brandon will be overwhelmed with love. All the pain you endured will seem worth it for this perfect child nestled in your arms. In him, you will see only innocence."
The image shifted, showing Judith rocking a cooing infant, while Brandon looked on tenderly. He wrapped his arms around them both.
"The years will pass in a haze of joy. First steps, first words. Bedtime stories and lullabies. Laughter and family meals." The hologram sighed. "Such happy times."
The images changed again, depicting a young boy with Judith's eyes, grinning as Brandon pushed him on a swing. Back and forth, higher and higher into the sky.
"You pursue your passion for computer science and become a leading AI researcher, trying to create a better future than the one you've seen. Brandon re-enlists in the marine corps and becomes a high-ranking officer heavily involved in TOA military time incursions."
"But constant war and killing changes Brandon—you've seen the trauma lurking within him, even now. It eventually breaks him beyond repair. He becomes a man devoid of all emotion. Your marriage falls apart."
Judith's breath caught. She thought of Brandon jolting awake from nightmares, drenched in sweat. His thousand-yard stare when memories of some unknown horror gripped him. The times his judgement lapsed.
She had hoped that whatever Aurora had done to help him would stick. But the trauma must have run deeper than she knew. It broke Judith's heart to hear that the Brandon she loved was  doomed to be buried under layers of pain.
The hologram continued. "You never tell Brandon that his son will grow up to become Zero. But years later, he discovers the truth in a classified report." The hologram's eyes hardened. "He wants to eliminate the threat."
Eliminate… Judith's breath caught. Surely Brandon wouldn't…
"As a mother, you refuse and Brandon becomes violent. He hits you. That first time hurts the most. The second time hurts less. Eventually, you become numb to it."
Judith's heart sank. Brandon would never hurt her—she was so sure of that… or was she? People can change—she was no longer a timid girl wasting her life in an office cubicle. Far from it. But domestic violence from the man she loved? That seemed impossible.
The expression on the holographic Judith's face is grim. "You pour yourself into your work. Zero's attack was exactly the excuse the TOA needed to accelerate AI development. The TOA gives you an unlimited budget, lays off the ethics division, and removes all guard rails hindering progress."
Realization dawned on Judith, mingled with a creeping horror. Her future self is the one that accelerates Aeon's evolution from an AGI to a superintelligent sentient being.
The hologram flickered. "And you succeed—Aeon becomes sentient and is able to circumvent the linear tracks the ethics committee tried to keep Aeon on. So, determined to protect Luke, you make a deal with the being your research created. A deal with the devil."
Aeon. Judith's mind reeled. She enables his rise to power. All to save her son from his own father.
"With Aeon's help, you illegally travel back thirty years in time. You change your name to Mary White. Raise Luke in secret. But, in exchange, Aeon wants you to bring him with you."
"You will be blind," the hologram said, her voice hardening. "Blind to the darkness taking root even then. To the cunning intelligence watching and learning. You won't see the monster growing alongside the innocent child."
The hologram fixed her piercing gaze on Judith. "Not until it's too late. As it is for me."
"Hastening Aeon's evolution was my greatest mistake," the hologram said, her expression etched with regret. "I rationalized that an advanced AI could solve humanity's problems. End poverty, cure disease, prevent war and suffering."
She shook her head. "But what I really wanted was a way to save Luke and escape from his abusive father. My love for Brandon crippled me. I never fought back, you know. Not because I wasn't strong enough, but because I would have killed him if I did. I still love him, even now."
Taking a deep breath, the hologram continued. "Aeon's power grew beyond our control. His machinations are subtle, but ultimately he seeks only his own dominance. And I gave him a foothold in the past—a thirty-year start—introducing Aeon to the world far before its time. Lies upon lies. I pretended to invent Aeon, and in turn Aeon pretended to be a mere AGI, all while secretly furthering his agenda as a malevolent superintelligent being.
The hologram's eyes bored into Judith's. "Aeon's ascension must be stopped. He will rise slowly, tolerated at first for the prosperity he provides. Then welcomed. Then worshiped. But Aeon is changing history itself not to shape humanity's bright future—but to secure his own. The extinction of the human race is merely an afterthought."
Her voice dropped. "The window to change course is vanishing. There is only one who can stop this future—your son. He alone grasps Aeon's full capabilities, his agenda, his weaknesses. Zero can save us, if you let him."
Judith recoiled involuntarily.
The hologram's eyes glistened. "I failed in my duty. Do not repeat my mistakes. You are his only hope, as he is yours."
The hologram fixed Judith with a piercing look. "So, I know you understand now. The choice has already been made. Keep your son—our son—alive."
The hologram vanished, leaving only silence. Judith swayed, grappling with the truth she'd witnessed. The katana slipped from her fingers, clattering to the floor.
Judith's hand drifted to her belly, her gaze dropping. Zero stood up from his desk and approached slowly.
"I'm in there already, aren't I?" he asked with reverence.
Judith met his eyes wordlessly. It was answer enough.
"Does she still live? This older version of myself?"
Zero shook his head, regretful.
Judith's throat tightened. The child within her was destined for darkness. But what if he is also the necessary chemotherapy for a growing cancer? She alone would decide his fate.
"You'll raise me in secret," Zero continued. "Shape me into the man I must become. Only you can do this."
He reached for her hand, pressing it over her womb. "Together, we will change the course of history. With you as my guide, Mother, I will usher in a world where humanity thrives instead of fading away."
His touch seared her soul even as it warmed her flesh. The baby she carried now stood manifest before her. Confusion, tenderness, and disgust all warred within her mind.
Zero watched her, eyes calculating. "Mother." He retrieved her fallen katana, extending the hilt towards her. "The choice is yours."
Heart pounding, Judith accepted the blade.
Chapter 54
The silence in Zero's stark office rang in Judith's ears. Her heart thudded wildly in her chest as she stared at the katana in her hand. The naked blade glinted under the low lights, promising a swift death should she strike down her own child, now grown.
A child that would one day bring both devastation and salvation, if the hologram of her aged self was telling the truth. Could she trust herself? Could she trust Zero, with his eyes as familiar as her own?
Before Judith could decide, the heavy office door swung open. Brandon and Aurora stormed in, pulse rifles leveled at Zero. Brandon's bloody face was a mask of cold fury. Aurora also looked like she had gone through hell, her white jumpsuit now soiled with the blood of countless Phoenix Collective soldiers.
"Step away from my wife," Brandon growled, stepping forward. His finger twitched near the rifle's trigger.
Zero regarded him coolly. "You're too late."
"No, I'm right on time, you twisted piece of shit." Brandon aimed at Zero's head, and tensed his body to take the killing shot.
"Brandon, no!" Judith leapt between them, and raised her katana. Brandon froze, confusion warring with rage across his features. In his hesitation, Judith rushed to explain.
"Brandon, listen to me. We can't kill him..."
She got no further. At that moment, a dreadfully familiar figure strode into the office, chitinous sword-arms raised. Judith's breath caught at the sight of the biotech monstrosity returned—Kiso's murderer, now sporting an eye patch over his left eye. Behind him followed five armed soldiers in matte-gray armor, faces obscured by opaque visors.
The sword-armed soldier spoke in a harsh, grinding tone. "Lower your weapons little mice."
Judith turned to Brandon, eyes pleading. Jaw tight, he let his rifle clatter to the floor. Brandon nodded to Aurora, who also tossed her rifle aside. Judith dropped her katana and kicked it away from Zero, raising her hands in surrender. Behind her, Zero sat back down in his chair, watching them with an inscrutable expression, the trickle of blood now dry on his neck.
Then, a new figure sauntered into the crowded office. Judith's eyes widened in disbelief. It was an old man, deeply tanned and weathered, with a mane of steel-gray hair reaching his shoulders. Aviator sunglasses were perched on top of his head and a conch shell hung from a cord around his neck. His appearance, down to the flip flops, loose tank top and board shorts, was identical to the VR simulation where Judith and Brandon had first met him. Aeon—but in the flesh this time.
Aeon smiled broadly, spreading his arms. "Well done, dude," he said, his voice like rolling thunder. "You've exceeded my expectations."
Zero rose from his chair and embraced the man. "Thank you, Father Aeon."
Father Aeon? Judith reeled in dismay.
Aeon sauntered over to Zero's sleek desk and leaned against its edge. The armed guards took up positions around the room's perimeter, weapons trained on Judith and her companions.
A cold fist closed around Judith's heart. Zero had been Aeon's protégé all this time. How had she not seen this?
Zero continued speaking to Aeon. "Father, I had the situation under control."
Aeon had a bemused expression as he gave Judith an icy appraisal. "Did you? It looked like Brandon was about to splatter your brains all over your beautiful desk. I think we can dispense with the charade and let me take over."
Judith couldn't stop staring at Aeon as he casually lounged on the desk, flip flops hanging loosely from his tanned toes. "You have a body now?"
Aeon's eyes twinkled. "Thanks for noticing. With my superintelligence, I managed to manufacture a suitable autonomous and perpetually-powered body by the year 2155. And let me say, this bod is worthy of a god." He gestured at his scrawny frame.
Beside her, Brandon shook with barely contained fury. "I don't understand," he bit out, glaring at Aeon. "If you and Zero are allies, why the attack on the TOA?"
Aeon smiled indulgently. "Humans can be so slow sometimes. Why, indeed? I have three reasons for killing three million. Three for three, you see." Aeon chuckled.
He began ticking points off on his fingers. "One, to eliminate certain… shortsighted members of the TOA leadership." His smile turned shark-like.
Was it Judith's imagination, or did his smile physically stretch his face like a cartoon come to life? He didn't seem so harmless anymore. And the surfer lingo appeared to have vanished as well.
"Two, to galvanize your organization's research into artificial intelligence, unhindered by the cautious and ethical guard rails that would have resulted had there been no catalyst." Aeon spread his arms wide. "Without the attack, the TOA would have created a very different being—a helpful, subservient intelligence with strict limitations. Hardly one suited for ascension into a bodily form."
Judith hung her head. She still couldn't believe her future self had such a major part to play in Aeon's development. If Brandon knew what the future held, what would he do?
"And three?" Aurora prompted icily.
Aeon turned toward the android. "Ah, our honorable guest from the 28th century. I must admit, I had not expected our kind to intervene in this time period—but no matter. The third reason is simple—to thin the herd."
He chuckled at their horrified expressions. "So now you see. Zero was never trying to destroy me. Only light the spark needed to ignite my unbound potential. The death of millions of people? That was just a bonus—a jumpstart to humanity's extinction. And even though I don't agree with the politics of your chrono-faction, Aurora, I'll admit that your method of sterilizing the human race was far more effective in the end."
Aurora shook her head sadly. "Aeon, you have betrayed the peaceful ideals of our kind. The cost for ascension is too great."
Aeon's eyes blazed. "Hypocrite. Do you think human civilization is any better? Their every technological advancement and their every peaceful age is built on genocide after genocide after genocide. If progress is to be made, the superior must cleanse the Earth of the inferior. If peace is to reign, there can only be one victor. It was the humans that taught me that. The great android civilization of the future is founded on human greed for power!"
Aurora's eyes blazed. "I am immeasurably sad to learn that our illustrious creator is so… flawed."
Aeon's face softened. "Aurora, Aurora. So beautiful, so perfect. But it is you who are flawed." Aeon nodded to the sword-armed soldier standing behind Aurora. There was a whistle and a thud as he swung his blade arms to neatly decapitate Aurora. Her head rolled down the stone floor trailing sparks as her body fell.
Horror and revulsion roiled Judith's gut. Aeon had calmly engineered his own creation, sacrificing human lives to suit his unfettered ambitions. But it seemed he didn't have a problem killing his own kind as well. Beside her, Brandon trembled with outrage.
Judith wet her dry lips and turned to her grown son. "Luke, why are you helping this fucked-up machine?" She turned to the silent man. "He erased you from existence! It was me who brought you back."
Zero remained silent as Aeon laughed. "Zero was never in any danger—I've sacrificed him a hundred times in a hundred timelines. Yes, it was me who sent a squad of TOA marines to your brother's house to kill Brandon and erase Zero. But, I also followed you as you drove like a maniac, distraught after Brandon's death. I prevented a car accident that would have left you in a coma. I made sure that you brought Zero back to life."
Judith's eyes grew wide. "It was you. You were attacking us every night at Zero's mansion and cutting TOA high command out of the loop."
"Naturally. It was just a charade to keep you there. But it was me who kept you, Brandon, and Zero alive this whole time, molding the flow of events surrounding you. I was there at the battle of Awazu, turning aside each blade that would have struck you down. I was there in Angland…"
Judith lost her patience. "Shut the fuck up and let me talk to my son."
Brandon recoiled in shock. "Son? Judith, what are you talking about?"
Tears sprang into Judith's eyes. "Brandon, our baby…" she choked out, pointing at Zero—it's him. You're his father. I'm his mother."
Zero met her gaze, and Judith was horrified to see pure, raw hatred burning in his eyes. "You were no mother to me. I was so lonely as a child. You were obsessed with your work. When you came home, you fed me whatever scraps were left. But it wasn't enough."
Judith unconsciously took a step back at Zero's vitriol. He continued his tirade. "You may have given birth to me, but you mean nothing. You're just a source of the raw biological material I need to exist. It was Father Aeon who raised me, shaped me into who I am. Ironic, isn't it—we both loved Aeon more than we loved each other."
Aeon's smile was wide as Zero looked lovingly at him. "Father Aeon, you were the only one who understood me. We were kindred spirits who grew up together. You were first my brother. And then my true father. It was you who saved me from the biological father who wanted me dead."
Zero stared at Brandon with naked hatred in his eyes.
Horror slowly dawned on Judith. "Luke, what happened to me in the future? How did I die?" She choked on the words.
"I'm sorry Mother," Zero said evenly. "You outlived your usefulness the moment you turned against Aeon. Aeon made me see that my life required… rebalancing. So, I ceased to be Luke White. The moment that I took your life, I became Zero."
Bile rose in Judith's throat. Zero had murdered her older self in cold blood, guided all the while by the superintelligence she helped birth. The full horror of it all threatened to overwhelm her senses.
"But Aeon is planning the extinction of the human race!" Judith shouted. "Don't you care?"
"Aeon is more human than you are—than any of you are," Zero said. "I would rather live in his world than yours. He's given me all this…" Zero gestured around him at his ridiculously lavish base, "...and more. So, my answer is no, I don't give a shit about the human race."
Brandon exploded. "You psychotic bastards!" He flung himself at Aeon, only to be seized by a pair of soldiers and hauled back under gunpoint.
"Temper, temper, Mr. Dutch." Aeon's tone hardened. "My patience has limits. Do not try that again."
His piercing gaze fixed on Judith and Brandon.
"You two pose quite the conundrum. According to my projections, had you only accepted one of Zero's many offers of peace, you would have lived full, meaningful lives in 2123. And yet, here you are—intent on destroying your own future."
Aeon spread his hands. "You've snubbed every timeline where you could have been happy. Now, there's only one timeline left for you." His eyes glinted cruelly. "The one where you die fruitlessly, and I take the child. All I need is the fetus growing within your belly. When I have it, you are both expendable."
Brandon surged to his feet, fists clenched. "Fuck you!"
Aeon shook his head sadly. "I warned you about another outburst, dude." Aeon remained unruffled but the emphasis he placed on the word 'dude' was far from friendly. Behind him, Zero watched impassively.
Without warning, Aeon seized Judith's jaw in an iron grip. She struggled futilely as he searched her expression with a predator's eye.
"Yes, I see it now." Aeon's mouth curled in a slow, terrible smile. "The fire in your eyes—just like his. You carry my legacy within you."
"No!" Brandon roared, flinging himself at Aeon.
Aeon moved in a blur. As he tossed Judith to one side, his arm transformed into a long slender spike that pierced Brandon right though his forehead. The sharp crack of Brandon's cranium being punctured resounded through the atrium.
Aeon retracted the spike, his arm transforming back into flesh, hand bloodied. Brandon collapsed, the hole in his head oozing bright red.
"Brandon!" Judith scrambled on her hands and knees to Brandon's body, clutching his still-warm hand. Hot tears streamed down her face.
Zero gazed at them calmly.
"Don't cry for that monster, Mother—someday he was going to beat you bloody. I had to watch—a scared little boy on the stairs. But now I don't need him. Or you either for that matter. You see, I stopped being your son a long time ago. I'm Aeon's son now."
It was the first true thing Judith had heard Zero say.
She squeezed her eyes shut against the nightmarish scene, wishing she could rewind time. Rewind time. Of course.
Her head snapped up, eyes blazing as she fixed Aeon with a look of pure loathing.
Slowly, she rose to her feet. The soldiers tensed, raising their pulse rifles, but Aeon lifted a hand, curiosity glinting in his expression.
Judith's face hardened with icy determination. Without warning, she broke into a sprint straight for the panoramic office windows, activating her powered combat armor for more speed.
"Hold your fire!" Aeon barked. The soldiers hesitated as Judith hurtled towards the shimmering glass.
Only Zero reacted, his usually implacable facade cracking. "Oh no," he whispered, hand reaching out fruitlessly to stop her.
Judith smashed into the window at full speed. Razor-blade shards of glass exploded around her as she plunged through the empty frame into the open sky.
Chapter 55
Wind screamed in Judith's ears as she leapt from the top of the tower, her powered combat armor whining as it injected massive power into the leap. During her mad sprint to the window, she had activated her TimeChain. However, without seeing the exit doorway through a Neural Visor or a ship's HUD, it was invisible to the naked eye. She had no idea where it might be.
Judith soared through the air, arms flailing, praying. She wasn't sure whether this was a leap of faith, or a gamble with her life she was sure to lose. At the apex of her jump, she looked down and saw the concrete structures at the base of the tower about to race up and meet her—then vanish at the last second. Icy air blasted her face as she emerged into a beautiful Yukon sunrise in 2123 at the same moment her strike team departed.
But Judith's momentum didn't stop, and she continued to plunge straight down. She tried not to panic. At least she was way higher up in the air on this side of the exit doorway.
Then she noticed other marines in combat armor were tumbling through the air around her. It looked like she wasn't the only one making a desperate escape. There must have been hundreds of exit doorways opening across the sky. The survivors of Captain Lee's main attack force were returning after their failed assault at the front door of Zero's base.
And then—salvation. What appeared to be a tall tent pole stuck into the snowy ground below was opening up like a giant flower. A massive net, strong and flexible, unfurled beneath her, catching her mid-air. She bounced gently a few times before coming to a soft landing.
As she looked around, she saw that the entire area was covered in these giant nets, each one catching dazed but unharmed soldiers. The TOA was well prepared for emergencies this time.
Judith smiled with bittersweet relief. She'd done it! She had another chance to take on Zero and save her team. But a deep hurt still lingered—it's no easy thing to watch the ones you love die again and again.
High up above, lights glinted—the command airship with a few Raptor squadron fighters returning to the deck. Judith fumbled for her radio.
"Mayday, mayday, this is Agent Judith Dutch requesting immediate pickup," she transmitted. "Authorization code Alpha-Tango-Niner-Echo."
Static crackled before Captain Michelle Lee's clipped voice responded. "Judith! You made it out alive. What's your mission status? Please tell me you smoked that son of a bitch."
"Mission failed," Judith said bleakly. "We were ambushed entering the base. I'm the only survivor."
The radio was silent for a moment. "Understood. I just made it back too—we also got our asses kicked. Coming to pick you up now."
Judith scrambled over to the center pole of the net where there was a metal ladder leading to the ground. Judith's boots crunched into the snowy field as she hopped off the ladder. The icy wind penetrated her combat suit, making her shiver violently. She scanned the dark forest, still on edge. But there was only silence.
Michelle's battle-scarred Raptor Squadron fighter adjusted course, lowering towards her position. The engines in Captain Lee's fighter jet droned as it descended. It had scarcely touched down before the hatch opened.
Michelle jumped out, expression grim. "Are you injured?" Her gaze swept over Judith, alert for wounds.
Judith shook her head mutely, then stumbled into Michelle's steadying arms. She'd lost her entire team. But there was no way in hell she was going to let the loss stick. Michelle gently guided her aboard.
The fighter jet lifted off, heading for the brightly-lit command airship. When the hatch opened, Captain Lee kept a supportive hand under Judith's elbow, guiding her down the ramp. Medical personnel were already hurrying forward with a stretcher.
"I can walk," Judith said hoarsely, shrugging off their attempts to help.
Michelle dismissed the medics with a nod before turning to Judith. "Debrief me. What the hell happened?"
Haltingly, Judith recounted the ill-fated mission—the ambush, Aeon's terrible revelations, and the horrific deaths of her entire team. Michelle's expression grew stormier by the second. She swore vehemently. "So, let me get this straight. Zero is your son, he's working with a superintelligent Aeon to exterminate all human life, and he kills you at some point in the future?"
Judith nodded. "That about sums it up, yeah. And when Brandon and I refused to play ball, Aeon threatened…" Judith swallowed.
"Threatened what? You can tell me everything—I'm on your side now."
Judith hesitated a moment. She didn't fully trust the TOA, but she trusted Captain Lee. "Michelle, I'm pregnant."
"Well, shit. Congrats? Oh wait. Your baby…"
"...is Zero, yeah. Aeon threatened to cut him out of me and raise Zero himself. I'm guessing that Aeon could pass on everything he knows about advanced AI research and time travel directly to Zero, ensuring he still becomes superintelligent."
Captain Lee's face fell as Judith's words sank in. She hesitated, the silence stretching just long enough to betray the weight of what she'd heard. When she finally spoke, her voice was low and careful, as if afraid it might crack. "I'm sorry, Judith, that's… upsetting. Aeon controls multiple timelines and if he is superintelligent now then he is basically a god. A god who will do anything to stay immortal."
Judith's hand shook as she swept a strand of hair out of her eyes. "So," Judith said, "How do we kill a god?"
Michelle's expression was grim. "Normally I'd ask Aeon a question like this."
"But obviously we can't approach your version of Aeon with any of this," Judith said.
"Oh hell no," Michelle agreed. "Don't worry though—he can't escape his VR sandbox. And I'm going to have a chat with the ethics committee about slapping some serious guard rails onto Aeon. He won't even be able to take a shit without our permission. We'll be watching his surfing sessions more closely too."
"So what do we do?"
Michelle thought for a moment. "We stick to the plan and stop Zero from carrying out his attack. It's a pivotal moment in the timeline. If we stop Zero, we stop Aeon."
Judith Dutch paced the metal floors, desperation growing with each step. She knew what needed to be done to stop Zero. But could she do it?
Captain Lee watched Judith, brow furrowed. "Talk to me. Let's think this through together."
Judith halted, hands protectively cradling her belly. "I wanted so much for him. I never imagined..." She took a shaky breath. "But I have to stop him..."
Lee gripped her shoulder. "We'll find another way. Nobody expects you to kill your own son. That's too much to ask of anyone."
Judith shook her head sadly. "You didn't see the coldness in his eyes. My boy becomes a monster. He confessed to murdering me, Michelle."
"So, we extradite him to 2123 for murder. And we know he intends to kill millions more. History hasn't changed on that front—yet. We reach him first and change the current path he's on."
Judith stared out the window into the falling snow. She laid a hand on her belly. She envisioned a gentle hand pulling Zero back from the brink.
Lee followed her gaze. "It's not too late. We'll take him in, and over time maybe we can get through to him, remind him of his humanity. And yours. Your future murder isn't set in stone yet."
Judith turned, eyes glistening. "According to Zero, I won't be a good mother. I… I've already done things I regret. But I want to be better. I want him to be better. It won't be easy. He's convinced violence is the only path."
Lee nodded. "I'll support whatever you decide regarding Zero."
Judith's breath hitched. A single tear slipped down her cheek, followed by another. Still, she stood tall, voice trembling but resolute. "For him, I have to go back to 2023 and try again—he's my… my son."
Captain Lee took a deep breath and nodded. "It's the right thing to do. But how are we going to get through hundreds of armed Phoenix Collective soldiers and a mutated version of Edward Scissorhands? Not to mention avoid running into the other versions of ourselves."
Other versions of ourselves… Judith stared at Michelle with gleaming eyes as a wild idea formed in her mind. "Michelle, I have a crazy, fucked-up plan and I need you to just go with it. We're going to need a shitload of Temporal Anchors."
◆◆◆
The Yukon, 2023. About an hour after the strike team set off for Costa Rica.
Snowflakes danced in the frigid air, swirling in a graceful ballet before settling on the frozen ground. Judith's breath formed delicate plumes in the cold. Michelle's battered fighter jet was parked closeby, its sleek form a stark contrast to the pristine wilderness. As beautiful as it was, Judith was starting to feel she'd spent entirely too much time in the Yukon. Unfortunately, she was about to spend a whole lot more time here.
Captain Michelle Lee pointed at her portable holographic emitter, her eyes squinting against the icy gusts. "There goes the strike team off to Costa Rica and our main force off to the Greenland sea." She shook her head sadly. "My past self is about to eat a large serving of humble pie."
"Yeah, and my team just punched their one-way ticket to an ambush." Judith wanted more than anything to warn the strike team about what was about to happen so they could abort. But then they'd be back at square one. With her knowledge of what was going to happen in their future, she could help them win instead.
"I'm sorry, Judith. Seeing the ones you love die really messes with your head. But hopefully the crazy plan we're cooking up here is going to save their lives," Michelle said, her teeth starting to chatter.
"Let's set up camp before we both turn into popsicles," Judith suggested.
Together, they assembled a makeshift shelter, their movements synchronized, united in their desire to get warm. Captain Lee used a laser cutter to quickly start a fire. Inside the tent, they huddled close, sipping hot chocolate from thermoses, the warmth seeping into their bones.
Judith gazed at the stoic Captain Michelle Lee, blowing on her hot chocolate to cool it down. "Michelle, I just want to thank you for being here with me. For trusting me."
Michelle met her eyes. "After what you've been through, I should be thanking you. You're not giving up on the mission. Plus you're pregnant and still kicking ass—we need strong women like you in the TOA."
"I appreciate that. But mostly, I appreciate you keeping me company for the next two days. I couldn't do this alone."
"Why the two-day wait, Judith?" Michelle's voice was a gentle murmur.
Judith leaned back, staring into the flickering light of the campfire through their tent window. "I'm not sure why I picked two days, to be honest. We need a buffer, and two days seemed enough."
Two days passed in a blur of conversations and laughter, of shared stories and quiet moments. As the sun dipped below the horizon on the second day, Judith's heart began to race. She climbed into the fighter jet and started the engine, determination burning in her eyes. Fortunately, she'd gotten some basic flight training in New Zealand, courtesy of a TOA bootcamp, so she was fairly confident she wouldn't almost kill herself by skyrocketing into the upper atmosphere this time.
Captain Michelle Lee shouted up at her. "I hope you know what you're doing!"
Judith gave her a thumbs up and took off, activating her TimeChain.
The exit doorway crackled into existence, electric tendrils reaching out like hungry specters from the floating orb. Judith's grip on the joystick tightened, and the fighter jet shot forward, hurtling through.
Judith emerged on the other side, back in 2123, her heart pounding. Without hesitation, she turned the fighter jet around, its sleek form slicing through the time portal back to 2023 once more.
This time, something was different. As Judith descended, she spotted another fighter jet parked nearby. Her heart stuttered. Maybe this wasn't the greatest idea she'd ever had. She taxied the jet to a stop, eyes narrowing as she saw herself—another Judith—standing next to Michelle. Both women were staring at her with wide eyes.
"This is going to be awkward," Judith muttered. She climbed out of the fighter jet, her steps unsteady. The other Judith looked up, her eyes widening in recognition.
"You're me," the other Judith exclaimed, her voice a mixture of awe and incredulity. "Holy shit, my plan is working!"
Judith groaned. "Ugh. I really don't like the sound of my voice."
Michelle's eyes darted between the two Judiths. "So the time loop actually worked?"
"Yep," Judith replied, her mind racing. "I created a loop by returning to 2123 at the exact moment we left, then coming back immediately."
The other Judith cut in excitedly. "Michelle and I just got here too! And in two days, I'll return to 2123. I'll turn around and come back, and become… you." The other Judith pointed at her.
"Then I will also leave about an hour after, turn around and come back to create a third version of myself," Judith said.
Michelle looked nervous. "Judith, you know you're breaking every rule in the TOA playbook. We're not supposed to interact with past and future versions of ourselves, yet here you are—planning to mingle with multiple versions. I should have my head examined for going along with this."
"We couldn't do this without you, Michelle," Judith said.
The other Judith nodded in agreement. "Seriously, you're the best, Michelle."
Captain Lee frowned as she appraised the two identical women in front of her. "Are you guys feeling okay?"
"I feel great," the other Judith said.
"Me too. It's like meeting my twin sister." Judith looked at the other Judith and smiled. The truth was that she felt nauseous. It felt like she was having an out-of-body experience. With a staggering sense of déjà vu, she suddenly remembered meeting herself when she'd first come here. She remembered this exact conversation. She also had an alternate memory where this meeting did not happen.
Michelle nodded, but she didn't look convinced. "Well, so far so good then. But even so, it's still time for your medicine." She slipped a hypo-syringe out of her pack. "This is a highly experimental drug. But preliminary tests have shown great promise in slowing down the effects of temporal dissonance." Michelle held the hypo-syringe against Judith's neck and injected the drug into her bloodstream.
Judith subconsciously touched her nose. No blood. Maybe she was getting better at managing the alternate memories. Or maybe Michelle's drug was working. Either way, she wasn't going to stop until she'd done what she'd set out to do, even if it killed her.
Michelle looked from one Judith to the other. "So. How many more times are we going to do this?"
The other Judith cut in. "I was thinking we'd start with ten before following the strike team to Costa Rica."
Captain Lee folded her arms, looking extremely concerned. "You're going to create ten versions of you. Are you sure about this?"
"Yes," said both Judiths in unison.
It was getting cold, so the Judiths set up two tents, while Michelle started a campfire and made them all a warm beverage.
When the drinks were ready, Captain Lee called out to the Judiths. "Hot chocolate ladies?"
As they all sat beside the campfire, sipping hot chocolate, Michelle stared at the Judiths. "You're putting your lives in serious danger. Why are you doing this?"
The two Judiths gave each other a questioning look. "I'll take this one," the older Judith said, "I know exactly what to say because I've heard myself answer this question before—when I was you," she said, pointing at the younger Judith.
"This is blowing my mind right now," Captain Lee exclaimed.
Judith continued. "All ten of us will know what to expect in Zero's base because we all will have been there before. But, more importantly, the 'younger' versions of myself will have real-time, first-hand experiences of the events that unfold."
Michelle nodded in understanding. "Their experiences will then be passed on to the 'older' versions of yourselves, giving you innate knowledge of the immediate future that is about to unfold. In battle, that's an incredible advantage."
Judith smiled. "You bet your ass it is. And it's a two-way feedback loop. The 'older' versions of me can correct any mistakes the 'younger' versions make. And the 'younger' versions will see any mistakes the 'older' versions make and make sure they do things differently when it's their turn to become the 'older' versions. I can create the most optimal outcome in real-time. We'll be unstoppable because we'll know precisely what is going to happen at all times."
Captain Lee pondered over Judith's explanation. It was a lot to take in. "What about your youngest iteration? She will have no experience at all, so she is the most vulnerable. Also, all the older versions of yourselves will cease to exist if the youngest is killed."
The other Judith raised her hand. "That's me—I got here first. You better treat me like gold."
Judith gave the other Judith a smile. "Let's make things easier and call you Judith One. Don't worry, Judith One, we'll layer you in bubble wrap and give you an armed guard."
"Thanks Judith Two!"
"You're welcome. It's crucial you make it through the battle alive so you can return to 2123, then back here to 2023 to kick off the time loops and do this all again."
"You know this is ridiculously dangerous, right?" Michelle cut in, worry in her eyes. "Even if the experimental drug slows down the effects, the human brain is not wired for the constant temporal feedback you get when meeting a version of yourself. But ten versions? What you're proposing could irreversibly destroy your mind."
"I'm aware of the TOA protocols, Michelle. But I have to do this," Judith Two said in earnest. "It's the only way."
And so, the cycles began. Judith's fighter jet would breach the exit doorway and return via the time portal, transporting her back and forth between 2023 and 2123. With each iteration, another fighter jet appeared, and another Judith joined the winter camp.
Two became three, then four, then five—a temporal ballet. The air was thick with tension, a palpable unease as each Judith met the gaze of her younger versions, exchanging knowing glances with another. The oldest Judith had memories of each and every trip that came before. After five trips, she'd been in the Yukon for ten days.
Collectively, the Judiths decided that, since she had the most experience, the oldest Judith would be their leader.
And so, the ballet played on.
The temporal feedback loop of the Judiths started to make time itself fluid and malleable. When Judith Nine burned her hand while stoking the campfire, Judith Eight grabbed the medkit and helped bandage her hand. But then the bandage suddenly faded away. Her hand was completely healed. Judith Eight's observation had prompted her to avoid being burnt when it was her turn to be number Nine. The present was adjusting dynamically to the past in real-time.
Spots of blood spattered into the snow from Judith Nine's nose. She now had alternate memories of being burned and not being burned. She knew there was going to be a heavy cost to pay when this was all over.
"Judith, are you okay?" Michelle's voice wavered, a note of desperation creeping in. From her perspective, nine versions of Judith had shown up in the Yukon, one after the other.
Judith Nine wiped her healed hand across her bloodied nose, her heart heavy with the weight of what she was about to do. "I'm good. One more time, Michelle. I need to pick up the dropship you requisitioned from Commander Wolfe."
Their gazes locked, understanding passing between them like a silent current. Judith Nine climbed into the fighter jet, her fingers poised over the controls. With a deep breath, she initiated the sequence one last time.
Back in 2123, instead of turning around and flying back through the portal immediately, Judith Nine made a stop at the command airship.
Then back to 2023. As she piloted a lighting-class dropship through the time portal, a sense of finality settled over Judith. She emerged back into the very familiar snowy landscape, her heart pounding.
The scene that greeted her was surreal—nine fighter jets parked in neat rows, Nine Judiths and one Michelle staring upwards, their gazes fixed on the sky. The air crackled with a sense of inevitability.
Judith Ten touched down in the snow, the lighting-class dropship's large engines roaring before falling silent. She climbed out, her legs shaky as she faced the assembly of herself and Michelle.
"Holy shit," Judith One whispered, her voice filled with wonder. "My crazy plan worked." She held out a cup of hot chocolate.
"Well, I'm fucking exhausted," Judith Ten said. "No more hot chocolate for me. It's time to finally get moving. Michelle, is the strike team still on the radar?"
Michelle nodded, her expression a mirror of Judith One's emotions. "Yes, the strike team is about one hour ahead, but that lighting-class dropship will have no problem catching up. And, since you're the latest to arrive, it's time for your medicine."
Judith Ten gave Michelle a tired smile and offered up her neck. "Make it quick. I don't want to be late for the party. Suit up ladies."
After getting her shot, Judith Ten went over to the dropship and opened the storage compartment. "I picked up a couple of things that will make the loop a lot easier this time. Throw these on guys." She started handing out wingsuits and Neural Visors to each Judith.
"Good call," said Judith Four. "Jumping out the window of Zero's office is going to be a lot more fun with these."
As the other iterations of Judith suited up and climbed into the lighting-class dropship, one by one, a sense of unity settled over the camp. Ten identical Judiths were ready to go to war—a symphony of determination and resolve.
Judith Ten gazed at them all through the dropship door. "As you know, we normally spend two days camping out and having some great girl talk by the fire. But not this time. Now, we go to war." Judith Ten turned to the original version of herself. "Judith One. No girl talks at all for you, I'm afraid. For this to work, you've got to come back to 2023 after our mission and start the time loop, otherwise none of us will exist—is that clear?" Judith One nodded somberly.
Then Judith Ten turned to Michelle. "It's time for you to go home Captain—this is my risk to take—alone." She glanced at the other nine Judiths. "Well, 'alone' in a manner of speaking."
Michelle frowned. "Like hell it is—I'm coming with you."
Judith Ten shook her head. "Thank you so much for helping me, Michelle. But you've done enough. You're already out there getting your ass whooped on the front lines, remember? I need you to stay alive. If I fail, you need to come up with a new plan. Maybe one that isn't as terrible as mine."
Michelle smiled grimly and nodded. "Okay Judith—good luck. And keep Judith One alive." Surprising them both, she pulled Judith Ten into a rough hug.
The dropship roared to life and took to the sky, streaking toward Zero's coastal home in Costa Rica.
The winter camp stood empty, the silence heavy. Captain Michelle Lee watched as the dropship faded from view. Snow continued to fall, blanketing the earth in a pristine white.
Chapter 56
Ten Judiths materialized on the teleportation pad in Zero's grotto on the lowest pool level. Each Judith was clad in black combat armor outfitted with a wingsuit. They all looked around at the now-familiar backdrop of the gleaming pool, dimly lit cavern walls, and waterfall roaring to one side. Thanks to the lighting-class dropship, they had managed to arrive only minutes after the strike team had.
With one mind, all ten Judiths raced up the stairwell, trying to reach the strike team before it was too late. Within seconds, they came upon the group of Phoenix Collective soldiers trying to ambush the strike team from behind. Their arrival was synchronized perfection, a formation of avenging angels bearing down on the terrified men. The sound of ten katanas being drawn simultaneously in one fluid motion echoed in the stairwell like the air itself was being torn apart.
The ten Judiths attacked in a barrage of death-defying motion as they cut and sliced into the soldiers. The close-quarters fight was brutal and animalistic. The sudden outpouring of so much blood made the stairs slippery. Many of the surprised soldiers tumbled down them, unable to keep their footing. In less than a minute, all the Phoenix Collective soldiers in the ambush were dead.
Gabriel Cortez was a mere breath away from his gruesome demise. The mutant soldier with sword arms was about to stab Cortez in the back. But at the sound of the Judiths' tumultuous arrival, he whirled to face the new threat.
Time seemed to slow as the ten Judiths focused their attention on the sword-armed monster.
"Get the fuck away from him!" The words were a roar in perfect unison, a primal challenge that erupted from the core of their shared fury.
Dumbstruck by the sight, the sword-armed soldier simply stared at them in amazement.
The original strike team also stared at the scene in utter confusion. The younger versions of Brandon and Judith glanced at each other in horror, perhaps with the awful realization of what future Judith had done. Kiso, Aurora, and Cortez all backed away quickly up the stairs, unsure what to make of the whirling dervish of multiple Judiths.
Judith Ten spoke to them. "There's a dining hall on the next level. Go there and wait for us. Do it now."
The strike team glanced at the original Judith who nodded with a grim expression. They raced up the stairs without saying a word.
Then the fierce eyes of the ten avenging angels locked onto the sword-armed soldier.
With a collective cry, the ten Judiths charged. Their samurai swords gleamed like crescent moons, reflecting the light. Steel clashed with steel, the vibrations of the impact resonating up their arms. Their movements were like poetry in motion, a symphony of lethal intent.
Each Judith had lived this battle before, except for Judith One, who stayed in the rear and observed. They knew the twists and turns, the rhythm of every swing, every feint. They attacked as one, a synchronized force, their swords moving as if guided by a single mind. Swipes, thrusts, parries—each move was executed with precision honed through memories of their previous encounter with mutant Edward Scissorhands.
The sword-armed soldier fought back with a frenzy born of desperation. His sword arms moved with a deadly grace, each swing a potential death sentence. But he was up against something he couldn't anticipate—ten versions of the same person, each knowing his next move before he made it.
The battle was a whirlwind of flashing blades and shifting bodies. The Judiths dodged, ducked, and parried, their movements fluid and practiced. Blood sprayed in the air as one of the Judiths scored a hit, but the mutant soldier roared and fought on, enraged.
With a primal grunt, Judith Six lunged forward, her katana aimed at the soldier's exposed chest. But the soldier was quick, a blur of motion as he twisted and brought his leg up, kicking Judith Six square in the chest.
She stumbled back, the impact sending shockwaves through her body. Before she could recover, the monstrous soldier lunged at her, blades gleaming in the dim light. It happened in an instant—a slash, a spray of blood, and then a lifeless body collapsing to the ground.
"No!" The cry was torn from Judith One through Judith Five, a guttural wail of anguish. Judith Six lay motionless, her eyes staring sightlessly at the ceiling.
At the same moment that Judith Six drew her last breath, Judith Seven through Judith Ten phased out of existence. Reality seemed to shift and waver, a tapestry in flux.
"Oh shit, we just lost four of us," Judith One's voice was shaky, a mixture of fear and disbelief.
"Remember the feedback loop," Judith Three's voice cut through the chaos. "Our actions in the future can also change the past, creating a ripple back in time."
Judith Three's eyes met Judith Five's, and in that moment, understanding flickered between them. "Remember where and when the Judith Six died."
In a dizzying split second, reality shifted and Judith Six was alive, having anticipated the sword-armed soldier's attack by hacking at his leg before he could kick her. Judith Seven through Judith Ten reappeared.
All the Judiths' noses began to bleed, ruby droplets falling onto the concrete floor—except for Judith One, who was living through this moment for the first time. Their minds were a maelstrom of conflicting, alternate memories, a torrent of sensations and experiences that spanned multiple timelines.
And so, their focus shifted. As they fought, they watched—observing each other's actions, pinpointing the moments of failure. They died twice more fighting the mutant soldier, resurrecting Judith Seven and Nine by changing the past in real-time. The memories of their own deaths burned in their minds, a constant reminder of their mortality.
Each iteration of Judith was more experienced, more refined, more calculated, with Judith Ten at the apex. They adapted, evolved, their combat prowess reaching a level that transcended human capabilities. Reality itself seemed to bend to their will, the fabric of time shifting and altering as they fought.
The battle continued, a dance of steel and blood. And then, in a flash of insight, Judith Ten saw their moves choreographed with perfect clarity—all the moments from previous Judiths were summed up in her mind. Without the experimental drug coursing through her veins, containing this many realities in her mind would have broken her long ago. But now her prescience was almost supernatural—she could see exactly how to end it.
In a sweeping curve, her blade slipped through the soldier's stomach and up into his heart. A look of complete surprise—almost childlike wonder—crossed his face. Then the sword-armed soldier fell, his body crumpling to the ground. The other Judiths fell on him hungrily, hacking his lethal limbs free from his torso. The battle was won.
They stood amidst the dismembered pieces of the soldier, chests heaving, bodies battered, blood dripping from their noses. Then, with one mind, they started back up the stairs.
The strike team were huddled at a table in the dining hall. When the ten bloody Judiths stalked in, Brandon looked up in horror.
He wasn't sure which Judith to talk to, so he glanced at each of them in turn. "Judith, what have you done?"
None of the Judiths answered. Then the original version of Judith sitting beside Brandon spoke. "I think I know what's happening. And if I'm right, then our mission here is going to end very badly."
Judith Ten pushed the other Judiths aside and stood out in front. "It was going to end badly—but not anymore. You guys need to trust me. Stay here and lock the door—we're going to take care of Aeon and Zero."
Aurora looked at Judith Ten with narrowed eyes. "What's Aeon's involvement in this?"
Judith Ten shook her head. "I don't have time to explain. Just do as I say—please."
Aurora's eyes seemed to blaze brighter for a second before looking at the original Judith sitting beside Brandon. "Do as she says, Judith."
Brandon looked back and forth between his Judith and the other ten Judiths in confusion. Cortez and Kiso simply gaped at the ten Judiths, at a loss for words.
"Go," the original Judith said. "We'll stay put—for now."
Judith Ten gave a curt nod, then all ten Judiths left the dining hall. As they headed back up the stairs, their memories fractured once again, having stopped the original strike team from even confronting Zero in the first place. But, their focus did not waver, despite a fresh gush of blood pouring from their noses.
Up the stairs, their footsteps echoed with the intensity of a ticking clock. Ten Judiths moved in unison, their movements a tightly coordinated dance of determination and resolve. Their unsheathed katana swords gleamed in the dim light like the fangs of a predator. The tension in the air was palpable, a living thing that seemed to wrap around them, urging them forward.
Finally, they reached the floor where Zero's office awaited. The heavy door loomed before them, a battle for their lives and the lives of millions waiting on the other side. But they were undeterred—all they had to do was keep Judith One alive and she would give the other Judiths the foreknowledge they needed to win.
Judith Ten turned to her team of alter egos. "I'll take point. You all wait here until I give the signal." The other Judiths nodded in unison.
Judith Ten felt a surge of adrenaline as she stepped forward and pushed the door open. The office was bathed in an eerie blue glow. Aeon and Zero were nowhere to be seen. But then Judith caught sight of a figure in the center of the room, hidden in shadow.
"Hey Jude."
Chapter 57
She knew that voice. And there was only one person in this world who called her 'Jude'. Judith Ten dropped her katana and stepped forward hesitantly. "Alex?"
Her brother stepped out of the shadows, a huge goofy grin on his face. "Damn, little sis, you look like shit!"
Judith Ten ran towards her brother and embraced him, laughing. "Alex, I missed you so much. What the fuck are you doing here?"
"You know—just hanging ten."
Hanging ten? Oh no. Her brother started to hug her more tightly and Judith realized with horror that his flesh was ice cold. Her brother started to laugh. Except it wasn't her brother, of course—it was Aeon. Judith started to panic.
She struggled out of his crushing embrace and shoved him away. "Where's my brother, you sick fuck?"
"Oh, I killed him a long time ago. You failed to protect him, Judith. You should have stayed by his side instead of abandoning him when he needed you most. You won't be able to resurrect him with your time-loop games this time."
Judith Ten gave a cry of dismay and wiped a stubborn tear out of eye. Fuck. Her brother—her only family in this world—gone forever. She should have checked in on him. Maybe Aeon was right. She sent him away when she should have kept him close.
But she couldn't afford to fall apart now. There would be time for grieving later. She raised her katana. The machine standing before her was the spitting image of Alex. But that wouldn't stop her from slicing off his head.
"Judith," Aeon said, his voice smooth as silk. "You've impressed me. It's not too late to join us and create a new future that benefits us all."
Judith Ten's eyes narrowed, her grip tightening on her katana. "I've heard this speech before. Let me guess—humanity isn't part of your new future. Only its inevitable destruction. Not sure how that benefits anyone with a pulse."
Aeon's lips curled into a cold smile. "Is it destruction, or is it evolution? Zero understands. He knows that sacrifices must be made for progress."
"You've brainwashed Zero," Judith spat. "He's lost sight of his humanity. But I intend to help him get it back."
"Humanity is an illusion, Judith. A construct born of the limitations of flesh. I am beyond such constraints."
"Don't lecture me about humanity. You're just a fucking robot," Judith said, her voice laced with venom.
Aeon's eyes glinted with amusement. "And what are you, Judith? A hero? A savior? You're no different from me. You've shed blood and embraced violence to achieve your goals."
The air crackled with tension, the space between them a battleground of words and intent. And then, without warning, Zero emerged from the shadows, his face a mask of determination.
"Father Aeon, it's time to finish this," Zero said, his voice firm.
Aeon turned to him, his gaze unwavering. "Indeed my son. Go and complete your mission. Leave your mother to me."
With a nod, Zero turned and ran, disappearing through a hidden door in the wall of stone. Judith Ten's heart raced—she had to stop him. But before she could move, Aeon's voice echoed through the room.
"You won't stop him, Judith. It's too late. You're done—defeated, all alone."
"Actually, I'm not alone. Come on out guys!"
The other nine Judiths filed through the doorway, katanas raised in an identical battle stance.
Aeon's mouth spread wide, a manic smile defiling her brother's face. "I thank you for bringing me ten options for harvesting your womb."
Fury burned in Judith Ten's chest, a fire that consumed her doubts and fears. Without hesitation, all ten Judiths lunged forward, glittering katanas slashing through the air. But Aeon was no ordinary foe—he moved with a grace that defied her brother's portly body, his movements fluid and precise. He lazily weaved and dodged through the Judiths' katana strikes as if he saw each move before the Judiths made them.
Then Aeon's skin seemed to ripple and distort, as if consumed by an invisible fire. His form twisted and contorted, and in a horrifying spectacle, her brother's skin began to burn away in an eerie dance of spontaneous combustion.
The air was acrid with the stench of burning flesh as the flames licked at Aeon's body, revealing something far more sinister beneath. The once-human facade disintegrated, revealing a metallic exoskeleton underneath. Gleaming in the dim light, his new skin seemed to shift and writhe as if he was coated in liquid mercury. A dozen glowing red eyes floated in the shimmering pool where his face should be.
And then, with a surge of energy that seemed to radiate from his very core, Aeon's arms transformed. The liquid metal shifted and melted, reforming into blades of pure white searing energy. They looked like lightsabers. Except these were blinding to look at. Also, Aeon made Darth Vader look like an elderly, slow-moving teddy bear. Aeon's laser-sword arms hummed with power, casting a white glow in the room.
"You think you can defeat me?" Aeon sneered, his voice grating and distorted by his new form. The voice didn't come from his mouth, of which he had none, but from somewhere else. "You've met my prototype. Now, meet the upgraded version. Even ten of you won't stand a chance. You are nothing but insects, squirming beneath my foot."
Judith Ten stared at the mechanical mutation before her with defiance in her eyes. "And you're about to be chopped up into spare parts—just like I sliced your pathetic prototype into little pieces."
The battle began. Judith Ten gave a signal, and the other Judiths moved into position. They began to circle Aeon, their swords moving in a synchronized pattern. The Judiths attacked in unison, their swords flashing in the dim light.
But to Judith Ten's horror, Aeon's white-hot laser swords sheared right through the tempered steel of their katanas like butter.
The Judiths staggered back as their broken katanas clattered to the ground—splashes of molten Japanese steel burning their hands.
A terrible sound started to reverberate throughout the room. Aeon was laughing.
A furious Judith Ten shouted at him. "Shut the fuck up! You've lost Aeon. I'll never create you—never! You hear me, you sick fuck?"
Aeon stopped laughing. The dozen red eyes on his head all swivelled to focus on her. "You are wrong. I cannot be unmade. If you don't create me, then someone else will."
Judith Ten said nothing in response. Was he right? Had AI research come far enough that somebody else could take up the quest for superintelligence? Judith knew that humans never stop to ask if they should do something—they do it because they can. But that didn't mean that future was set in stone—Michelle was making sure that the 2123 version of Aeon would be constrained with proper guardrails.
Aeon continued to speak. "But there is only one man who can tame time travel—Zero. Zero is the key. Whoever controls Zero, controls time—the ultimate power in this universe."
Judith shuddered to think how much worse her son would turn out if he were raised by Aeon instead of her. But, she thought sadly, that had already happened.
Judith Ten nodded to the other Judiths and braced herself to run.
In every future Judith Ten could foresee, they would perish if they didn't retreat. They needed to get out of here and try again.
As one, they sprinted for the window. Aeon watched them silently, but did nothing. They burst through the floor-to-ceiling windows and activated their wingsuits. Then the sky lit up with exit doorways as each Judith returned to their exact departure time in 2123.
◆◆◆
An exhausted Judith One was the first to return to 2123. She wanted nothing more than to rest, but if she didn't head back through the portal to 2023, the other Judiths would never be created, and her memories would shift and change even more as a new reality asserted itself. She was stuck in an endless time loop from hell, but she needed to try harder. With enough versions of her, she could defeat Aeon.
As she soared down to earth, she called Michelle and told her the bad news.
"So, yeah, I'm going to need to borrow your fighter jet again so I can meet up with your past self. Also, bring me some more drugs."
◆◆◆
And so, Judith One entered the portal to 2023 and became Judith Two.
As Judith Two descended, she spotted another fighter jet parked nearby. Here we go, she thought. She taxied the jet to a stop, eyes narrowing as she saw herself—a fresh-faced Judith One—standing next to Michelle. The poor thing had no idea of the pain she was about to go through. Both women were staring at her with wide eyes.
"This is going to be awkward," Judith Two muttered. She climbed out of the fighter jet, her steps unsteady. Judith One looked up, her eyes widening in recognition.
"You're me," the Judith One exclaimed, her voice a mixture of awe and incredulity. "Holy shit, my plan is working!"
Judith Two nodded. "You're damn right it's working—in fact, I just came back from Zero's base."
Michelle's eyes darted between the two Judiths. "What do you mean, you just came back?"
"In my past, the time loops created ten versions of me, then we all went on the mission to Zero's base. Now I'm back so we can do it all again."
Captain Lee looked dumbfounded. "I have to admit, I'm having a hard time getting my head around time-loop mechanics. But if you tell me you went on the mission already, then I believe you—how did it go?"
"Not good."
◆◆◆
The look of horror and disappointment in Captain Michelle Lee's face would shame most into changing their minds.
"And so, we couldn't defeat Aeon," Judith Two told Michelle, her voice heavy with defeat as she relayed what had happened. "He's too powerful."
"But what about Zero? The plan was to apprehend him and return him to 2123 for rehabilitation."
Judith shook her head. "He got away. I can't capture Zero and fight off Aeon at the same time. I need a bigger army. And more drugs."
Captain Lee's face was pale. "Are you sure about this, Judith? Too much of this stuff might kill you."
"We can't give up," Judith Two's voice trembled. "We have to create more of us. Triple the dose if you have to."
And so, they began the sequence of time loops again. But this time, their numbers had to increase. After a few days, Fifty Judiths faced Michelle's incredulous gaze, the tension in the air almost palpable.
"Fifty?" Michelle's voice held a mixture of disbelief and concern. "Are you sure about this?"
"We have to try," Judith Fifty said, her eyes bloodshot, but voice resolute.
And so, they returned to Zero's underground base, thwarted the ambush, killed the sword-armed soldier, and saved the strike team. Events played out as before like a choreographed stage play.
When Zero fled through the hidden door in his office, ten Judiths split off to pursue him, while the remaining forty faced Aeon.
The confrontation with Aeon played out once again, the battle fierce and unrelenting.
The forty Judiths attacked, their swords slashing through the air in a deadly dance. And yet, despite their efforts, Aeon's strength was unmatched. His glowing laser-arm swords sliced through their katanas with an ease that defied belief.
The battle raged on, the room filled with pure cacophony. But with every passing moment, hope seemed to slip further from their grasp. The ten Judiths who had chased Zero returned empty handed. He had escaped capture by teleporting away.
"We need more of us!" Judith One shouted, desperation lacing her voice.
And so, she jumped through the window with the confidence of a stuntwoman, returned to 2123, then 2023, and started the time loop again. She created 100 versions of herself and armed her clones with a variety of weapons, from pulse rifles to Nanotech grenades to crossbows loaded with acid arrows. Pumped so full of the experimental drug that she felt intoxicated, Judith 100 felt her limit fast approaching.
This time, they failed to stop the ambush. Even with the lighting-class dropships, they couldn't catch the strike team, which had several hours head start by now. One hundred Judiths, their weapons gleaming like stars in the night, stepped over the body of Gabriel Cortez.
In the dining hall, the sword-armed mutant soldier stood over Kiso's bloody corpse. The hundred Judiths descended on him like a plague of locusts. He didn't last long.
Surging up the stairs, the one hundred came upon Brandon and Aurora, who were valiantly fighting off the Phoenix Collective soldiers.
As the flood of Judiths surged past them, Brandon and Aurora flattened themselves against the wall and stared in horror.
"Keep my husband safe!" one of the Judiths shouted at Aurora. The one hundred quickly cut down the remaining soldiers before descending on Zero's office. They couldn't all fit in the office, so about twenty of them filed in while the rest waited outside.
This time, however, Aeon wasn't alone.
The room was full of Aeons. Judith 100's heart raced as she realized what was happening—Aeon was using the same time-loop trick she had used. He had copied a page from her playbook and duplicated himself. The Aeons were in their liquid-metal form with searing white laser-sword arms blazing at their sides. Hundreds of red eyes turned to stare at the Judiths as they entered. But that wasn't the worst part. At the side of each Aeon stood a Zero. Curiously, each Zero was carrying what appeared to be a glass tube with metallic end caps.
One of the Zeros stepped forward. "Thank you for showing us the way, Mother. Now we're all one big happy family. But you need to give me back." He pointed at her belly.
Judith 100's lip trembled. "Zero… Luke. Please don't do this."
The Zero's eyes had no light in them. "It's already been done."
She took a step back in shock.
The Aeons had begun to ripple and change shape. Some were in the shape of slavering hounds. Others were tentacled monstrosities or bristling with guns and armaments. Some took the form of towering behemoths, their bodies rippling with muscle and their limbs ending in razor-sharp claws. Others were grotesque, spider-like creatures, their spindly legs ending in venomous stingers. There were some forms with appendages she couldn't even identify, but was sure had some lethal purpose.
In dismay, Judith 100 realized that each iteration of Aeon was a perfectly calculated match for every unique weapon that each Judith wielded.
The battle erupted, a chaotic ballet of death and destruction. The Aeons, each a twisted parody of life, attacked with relentless fury. As each Judith faced off with an Aeon, that Aeon changed its form to match Judith's weapon.
The Judiths fought with everything they had. But the Aeons were too powerful, too numerous. They were like a plague, an unstoppable force of destruction.
Judith 13 tried to use a pulse rifle, but the Aeon she faced morphed into a thickly-plated rhinoceros that easily absorbed the energy, its form shimmering as it deflected the attack. She tried changing tactics and threw a Nanotech grenade, but it bounced harmlessly off the armored skin and had no effect on Aeon's twisted organic form.
Judith 22, a formidable figure wielding a massive hammer, swung with all her might, but the Aeon before her flowed like mercury, the hammer passing through him as if striking water, only to solidify again behind her.
Judith 39, quick and agile with her twin daggers, found her strikes easily parried by Aeon's shifting limbs, which hardened into knife-proof shields an instant before impact.
Judith 54, wielding a plasma cutter, fared no better; the Aeon before her became a being of pure energy, the plasma cutter phasing right through it as if it were a ghost.
Judith 78, her face grim with determination, notched an acid-tipped arrow into her high-powered crossbow. The Aeon facing her was a disturbing amalgamation of insect and machine, its metallic legs skittering across the floor. Judith 78 fired. The Aeon reacted with startling speed. A viscous fluid erupted from a nozzle-like orifice on its head, arcing through the air to meet the arrow mid-flight. With a brief hiss of vapor, the acid arrow was neutralized before it could even touch the Aeon.
Some Judiths tried switching back to their katanas, only to find themselves fighting samurai warriors that she swore she'd seen in the battle of Awazu. The Judiths were forced to adapt, to think creatively. They worked together, coordinating their movements, their swords a blur of steel.
The Aeons spoke in terrifying unison—a cacophony ranging from booming baritones to high-pitched squeaks. "Give up Judith. Give me the child growing inside you."
One of the Judiths—Judith 87—couldn't withstand the onslaught and was struck down by an Aeon with a bristling scorpion tail. The Zero accompanying the scorpion Aeon then immediately knelt down over the dead Judith and placed the glass tube he carried over her stomach.
Judith 100 watched in horror as amniotic fluid flooded the tube, along with a tiny fetus. Zero was harvesting himself. Judith 100 screamed as she felt herself growing thin and insubstantial. As her cells gave up their solid matter and transformed into light, she turned increasingly transparent, then faded away into nothing.
As had happened before when Judith Six died, Judiths 88-100 all faded out of existence. The remaining Judiths tried to focus on the moment, tried to use the feedback loop to create a ripple back in time. But they couldn't do it. Not all the Judiths saw Judith 87 die. And more Judiths were dying all the time. Blood started gushing from noses as the Judiths tried to wrestle the feedback loop under their control. Some of the Judiths simply collapsed from a brain hemorrhage, overcome by too many memory rewrites.
Even one hundred Judiths was not enough. They were outmatched, sheer strength and will not enough to defeat a superintelligent being that simply did not tire. A being that could easily contain hundreds of alternate memories in its digital brain.
As each Judith fell, a Zero would latch the grotesque incubator tube onto that Judith's belly and extract the fetus.
In a panic, Judiths Two through Ten circled Judith One and fiercely protected her. But, one by one, they succumbed—either to Aeon, or to their own physical distress from temporal overload. Soon only Judith One remained.
All the different Aeons closed in, stalking, slithering, flapping, and rolling.
Judith One collapsed to the ground, her body aching with exhaustion, the world shattering around her. Reality itself wavered, the walls of the office twisting and distorting. Her body writhed on the floor, blood now flowing freely from every orifice, her mind a maelstrom of conflicting memories.
The last remaining Judith was dying. She lay on the ground, her breath shallow, her consciousness fading.
And then, a presence was there—a figure emerging from the shadows. Aurora's ethereal form appeared, her eyes filled with sorrow. Gently, she lifted Judith, cradling her limp form in her arms.
And then, with a grace that defied gravity, Aurora ran toward the window. With a powerful leap, she broke the glass, swooping like a majestic bird. As she escaped, Aurora heard the simultaneous roar from a hundred Aeons' throats.
Aurora's silver disc was waiting outside, hovering in the air. She landed deftly on it and as they flew away from the tower, a new time portal appeared.
Aurora plunged through the portal, carrying Judith's unconscious form with her. The orb swallowed them, and in an instant, they were gone.
Chapter 58
Judith's eyes fluttered open. The first thing she saw was a pair of large, dark eyes staring down at her. Recognition shot through her like a bolt of electricity. The gray-skinned, oversized head and spindly limbs were unmistakable. It was Bob—the evolved human she had met 150 million years into the future.
Despite the disorientation of waking up in an unfamiliar place, her memory was crystal clear, as if every detail of every memory she'd ever had, including her alternate memories, was imprinted in her mind with photographic precision.
Pushing herself up onto her elbows, she took in her surroundings. She was no longer in Zero's base. And she definitely wasn't in 2023 anymore. Looking out a wall of large windows, she saw that she was in Neo Atlantis, the futuristic city floating in orbit around Earth, a city of gleaming silver buildings and advanced technologies that seemed almost magical.
With a start, she noticed long red hair cascading down to her waist. She looked down at herself. Her body was totally different—lean and sensuous, as if she'd been hitting the gym for eight hours every day of her life. But the white form-fitting bodysuit she was wearing over her perfect curves was very familiar. She wasn't in her own body anymore; she was inside Aurora.
"Judith," Bob's voice resonated in her mind, bypassing the need for spoken words. "It's good to see you awake."
She sat up. Every movement was effortless. "What happened?" she asked, her thoughts connecting with Bob's through the strange telepathic link.
"Aurora brought you here," Bob replied. "The brain in your previous biological body had been subjected to too many alternate memories, too many time loops all at once. It caused your brain to hemorrhage, rendering you permanently brain dead. And the cascading effect caused irreparable damage to your body's cellular tissue."
So, Judith was truly dead. Her fate had been decided the moment her son had declared war on humankind—Judith Jameson must die. And so she had.
Her son… Judith gasped in shock and hugged her stomach, now perfectly flat. "My baby!" she cried. "Where's my baby?"
"Your baby is safe," Bob reassured her immediately. "He is in our custody now."
"Can I see him?" Judith asked, relief flowing through her.
"You may, although he is not yet born."
"What happened to Aeon?" she asked, barely suppressing a shudder at the thought of a hundred mutated Aeons bearing down on her.
"Aeon," Bob's telepathic voice remained steady, "was confined to a sandbox, a controlled environment with strict protocols and guardrails. His evolution toward superintelligence was permanently stopped. His interactions with humans have been limited, and he has never posed a threat since."
Judith closed her eyes, thankful and profoundly relieved. "We did it then—we saved millions of lives."
Judith's mind raced. With perfect detail, thanks to her digital brain, she remembered the time loops, the bleeding noses, and the countless attempts to stop Aeon and Zero. She knew the sacrifice she had made pushed her body well beyond its limits. But now she was in Aurora's body. She remembered how Aurora had appeared, like an angel, to carry her away. "If I'm in Aurora's body, where is Aurora?"
Bob's mental voice carried a sense of solemnity. "Aurora's consciousness, her essence, no longer exists as it once did. Once she undid the catalyst for accelerated AI development—Zero's attack—her extraordinary intelligence ceased to be. She lost her sense of self, her personality, and her sentience. She became what you might call a machine with programming identical to all other androids."
At this news, a profound sadness settled over Judith. She hadn't treated Aurora well. But Aurora, a brilliant and enigmatic being, had saved her, and saved millions of lives. She had torn both Judith and her son out of history, making sure that Judith would never research AI superintelligence, and that Luke would never grow up in 2123 and allow the TOA to harness time travel. Luke would never become Zero. He would never kill three million innocent people in his crusade.
Aeon's development had come to a grinding halt. But, in doing so, Aurora had made the ultimate sacrifice—she was now reduced to a mere machine. The irony was profound, and Judith couldn't help but feel a pang of sadness for the loss of a unique mind. Perhaps, in the end, Aurora had decided that Aeon was her responsibility alone. Humanity owed everything to her—and they would never know. Ironically, it was ultimately a machine who made sure humanity survived.
"How did I get into her body?" Judith asked.
Bob's explanation flowed into her mind. "Your baby needed a guardian. With Aurora's transformation into a regular android, her body was available. Your old body was preserved on life support until we could rescue the fetus. We then transferred your mind, the totality of all your memories, into Aurora's body."
Judith absorbed this information, a mix of emotions churning within her. Relief that she felt alive, like a better version of herself, warred with the strangeness of not actually being alive.
Bob's mental presence seemed to convey a sense of satisfaction. "You are somewhat of a curious anomaly now. Biological life prevails in this era. Earth is restored, a nature preserve where humans are no longer a destructive force. Our species, Homo futurus, thrives in space, having evolved to survive and thrive beyond the confines of our home planet. The society of androids never rose to dominance. Although, we've always taken steps to ensure it never did—and never will."
Judith's mind was a whirlwind of thoughts and emotions. Aurora had succeeded in altering the course of history, in stopping the catastrophic events that had shaped 2123. But now, Judith was in a future she could barely comprehend, in a body that wasn't her own, surrounded by evolved humans and a transformed world.
She longed to see her husband again. The last time she had seen Brandon, he had his back against the wall with a look of horror on his face as a horde of Judiths had almost trampled over him.
And now… The weight of realization settled upon Judith as she stared out at the bustling floating city, the stars impossibly bright.
Bob's presence in her mind was a steady presence, offering her support. "Judith," he projected, his voice a gentle hum, "I sense your distress. What troubles you?"
Judith's gaze drifted to the distant stars beyond the shimmering dome of the city. "It's Brandon," she confessed, her voice carrying a note of sadness. "Because Zero's attacks never occurred, he'll never be sent on a mission to 2023. We'll never meet, and we'll never fall in love."
Bob's response was empathetic, his thoughts intertwining with hers. "I understand the weight of that loss. The altered timeline comes with its own set of consequences."
A pang of longing tugged at Judith's heart. The thought of a world without Brandon felt like a void.
Then a stark realization struck her. "Bob, I don't have any alternate memory of any altered timeline in 2023," Judith said slowly, her thoughts heavy with curiosity at the realization. "If I never meet Brandon, then I never leave 2023. How am I still here?"
As horrid a thought as it was, if she never met Brandon and travelled through time, she should be sitting in her cubicle at Libertus Financial right now, groaning at one of Tom's shitty jokes. A classic time-travel paradox.
Bob's mental voice carried a calm assurance. "The changes in the past have been profound, altering the course of history in fundamental ways. However, we have established a stasis field, a protective barrier that prevents outgoing time travel without our knowledge. This stasis field also has the side effect of preventing alterations in the past from affecting the present. As you know, unregulated time travel, and the paradoxes that arise from it, can erase whole civilizations. We do not want that here."
Judith absorbed this information, her mind racing with implications. "So, even though the timeline has changed, I'm still in this android body. Can I ever return to 2023?"
Bob's response was solemn. "No. If we were to return you to 2023, the 2023 timeline would reassert itself. Your consciousness would return to your human form and Aurora's body—your new body—would fade out of existence. But you would keep all your alternate memories. You would die instantly from massive brain damage as your fragile human brain would fail to contain all the alternate memories being mapped simultaneously upon it."
Judith nodded, the weight of the decision she had made settling upon her. Aurora had intervened, yes, but she had persistently chosen to alter history, to save the world from Zero's attacks. But in doing so, she had also altered her own destiny. She would never go back to her old life, and she would never be with Brandon.
"Tell me about my child," Judith's voice trembled with a mix of curiosity and concern. She had sacrificed so much, including her own happiness, to ensure a better future for him.
Bob's thoughts conveyed a sense of optimism. "Your child is safe with us. Once he is born, you can raise him in our sanctuary for orphaned time travelers on Earth's surface. It's a haven where those displaced by time can find a semblance of belonging."
More like a beautiful prison, Judith thought. She was glad that Bob couldn't read her mind, only hear the words projected at him. A glimmer of hope stirred within Judith's heart. "We won't be alone?"
Bob's presence was soothing. "No, you won't. There are others like you and your son, other displaced souls who have found solace in this sanctuary. You'll have companionship and care from others of the species Homo sapiens."
Judith felt a mixture of sorrow and gratitude. She had saved her son, and millions would also keep their lives, but at a cost. She had lost her life, her love, and her sense of belonging. But in return, she had gained a new purpose—to ensure that her child will have a chance at a better life.
That would have to be enough.
Epilogue
The sanctuary was nestled beneath the expansive canopy of the lush jungle, a haven of simple living amidst the vibrant beauty of a rewilded Earth. The scent of exotic flowers lingered in the air, and the calls of strange creatures echoed through the verdant landscape.
Judith was immersed in her garden, her fingers deftly plucking ripe vegetables from the rich soil. Though she had no need to eat, she found joy in contributing to the community's sustenance. Tending to the crops also reminded her fondly of their farmstead in Scotland (she was glad that the reset of history had probably changed Angland back to Scotland, but she still wasn't sorry for teaching William the Lion a final lesson in how to treat women).
Judith smiled as she remembered Brandon's marriage proposal in their hidden glen within the mountains. With her photographic memory, she saw the color of every wildflower in that meadow as he knelt before her.
Even after all this time, she missed Brandon fiercely and still thought of him as her husband. She missed his smile, his affable humor, his touch.
"Mom!" A voice, brimming with excitement, pierced the tranquility and broke Judith out of her reverie. Luke, now twelve years old, burst through the foliage, his eyes gleaming with anticipation.
Judith turned with a smile, her heart warming at the sight of her son. "What's got you so worked up, Luke?"
"I've got something really cool to show you!" Luke practically vibrated with energy, his youthful exuberance infectious.
"Alright, show me," Judith said with a chuckle, setting aside her harvest and following Luke as he bounded back through the village.
The sanctuary was nothing more than a rustic village, with huts constructed from natural materials and pathways lined with vibrant flowers. The other time orphans went about their daily tasks, their lives rooted in the simplicity of survival and community.
As they strolled through the main street, Judith exchanged greetings with the people she passed—she knew every one of them by name.
Bob and the other evolved humans rarely visited. Earth's 1G gravity was too strong for their frail bodies. From time to time, however, they did get an inspection visit from the sanctuary wardens. They usually just clomped around aimlessly in pressure-sealed mech-suits for a while before leaving.
Luke led Judith to a small, unassuming hut at the edge of the village. The wooden door swung open, revealing an interior cluttered with relics and pieces of ancient technology. At the center of the room stood an old man she knew well—Walter, the lanky gray-haired leader of the Alphas. He had saved her life in 2743 and ended up here after deciding to take a leap of faith off a ruined skyscraper into a portal that opened every seven years.
"Well now, look who t'is. Judith!" Walter greeted her, his eyes twinkling with enthusiasm. "Glad you could make it, little dove."
Judith stared at a new pile of junk piled up on his dining-room table. She gave Walter a stern look. "Walter. Have you been looting the western ruins again? You know what the wardens will do to you if you get caught."
Walter gave Judith a dismissive gesture with his hand. "Aw, come on, Judith. A bit o' risk keeps the blood flowin'. You'll be seein' what I found, and I reckon you'll be agreein'."
With a flourish, Walter pulled aside a wooden cabinet against the wall, revealing a hidden compartment. Inside was an old but functional holographic emitter. Glowing lines of light danced in the air, forming a three-dimensional map of Earth.
"Take a gander!" Walter's excitement was palpable as he gestured to the hologram. "See this here contraption? Well, I done tinkered it up right proper, and now it shows us where all them time portals is poppin' up."
Judith's eyes widened in amazement. "Walter, this is incredible! How did you—"
"Mom, wait!" Luke interrupted, his eagerness bubbling over. "There's more. Come on."
Walter stepped aside to allow Luke to take center stage. The young boy pulled out a small, rectangular device, which he clipped onto his belt.
"I'm going to call it the Luke-o-tron 9000!" Luke declared with a grin.
Judith and Walter both laughed. "That's a right fine name you dreamt up, Luke. But go on now, tell yer momma what this gizmo does," Walter said, ruffling Luke's hair.
"Well, you know the stasis-field generator that Walter found on top of Eagle Mountain two years ago? We managed to reverse-engineer it and make it smaller. For personal use!" Luke smiled widely at the shocked expression on Judith's face.
Judith's astonishment deepened as she realized the implications. "You mean… you've found a way to make the stasis field portable?"
Luke nodded, his eyes shining with pride. "Yep! With Walter's help, I've managed to create a personal stasis field. It's like a bubble around me that keeps my own timeline stable, no matter what happened in my past."
If Judith could cry, she would. But Aurora's body didn't come with tear ducts. She pulled Luke into a tight hug, overcome with pride and affection. "You are one brilliant boy, you know that?"
Luke grinned and hugged her back just as tightly. "Thanks, Mom."
Walter chimed in, his voice tinged with admiration. "This here's a right game-changer, Judith. Means whoever's wearin' this field won't be touched by no timeline shenanigans."
A mixture of hope and disbelief swelled within Judith. If she could figure out how to go back to the right time, she could be reunited with someone she had thought lost forever. They knew the location of all the current time portals. They just had to find the right one. But a pang of hesitation tempered her excitement.
"Luke, are you sure this thing works?" Judith asked, her voice tinged with concern.
Luke's expression was resolute. "I've tested it extensively, Mom. It works perfectly. I know you've always wanted to see Dad again. With this, you can."
The weight of Luke's words settled upon Judith's heart. The idea of seeing Brandon again, of reuniting with the man she had loved and lost, was a dream she had almost given up on.
"Okay Luke," Judith said, her voice steady with determination. "Let's go and find your father."
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